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Introduction: International Concerns 
and Controversies 



P. Pumfrey and P. Owen 



Summary 

The perceived importance of literacy in general and reading in par- 
ticular is common in societies across the world. Despite contextual 
differences, there are numerous common concerns and controversies. 
From these, three areas are identified. The first is developing an im- 
proved understanding of the nature of children's early reading devel- 
opment. The second is the consideration of ways in which children's 
reading can lx? encouraged. Finally, issues of assessment in the context 
of accountability are addressed. The first of these concerns is addressed 
under the heading of The Importance of Phonological Awareness' 
and Wider Concerns', in Volume 1. (The other two issues of curric- 
ulum and assessment, respectively are addressed in Volume 2.) 



How much is the ability to read worth? To be illiterate in most contemporary 
societies is to be marginalized and disadvantaged. Anyone who arrives in a 
country where lack of knowledge of the language prevents their reading the 
most basic written signs, will appreciate the metaphorical imprisonments at- 
tributable to their ignorance of the language. Literacy is both a contributor to, 
and an amplifier of, human abilities. To argue that, in the era of information 
technology, learning to read is preparing children for the nineteenth rather 
than the twenty-first century, is to misunderstand the nature of human thought 
and its development. Literacy liberates. 

In countries across the world, standards of literacy and the processes 
underpinning them are of central interest to politicians, parents, professionals 
and pupils. The editors and contributors to this series are well aware of the 
controversial, complex, interrelated and changing nature of views held con- 
cerning the receptive and expressive aspects of language involved in the 
emergence and development of literacy. Our focus on reading does not deny 
the importance of other modes of language. Reading is but one facet of literacy; 
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literacy merely one component of communication and communication one 
part of child development. 

Optimizing pupils' reading attainments depends crucially on profession- 
als' understanding of child dev elopment and the conditions that facilitate read- 
ing as a thinking process. In this there are reciprocal relationships between 
advances in theory, research and practice. Mutual benefits are likely to accrue 
when professionals from different countries and disciplines are able to identify 
lite racy- related issues of common concern and share experiences of promising 
developments. For all teachers, know ing why we use particular methods and 
materials and their effectiveness in specified circumstances, integrates theory, 
its applications and their evalution. 

Moves towards an interactive model integrating the unjustifiably polarized 
top-down' versus bottom-up' positions concerning the nature of emergent 
reading, its development, teaching and assessment are taking place. In respect 
of the first two of these. Chapter 1 in Volume 1 provides a constructive syn- 
thesis. This does not mean that important controv ersies do not continue. In the 
advancement of knowledge in all fields, the dialectic involving hypothesis, 
antithesis and synthesis is ever alive. The liveliness of the continuing debate 
on, for example, emergent and developing reading is immediately apparent 
when one compares the stances represented in Chapters 6 and n in Volume 
1. The same is true in relation to assessment issues addressed in Chapters 7 to 
12 in Volume 2. 

In considering the merits of the cases presented in each of the chapters 
in both volumes, it is important to identify the author s implicit or explicit 
assumptions concerning the nature of reading, its development, teaching and 
assessment (for example, Volume 2. Chapter 2). The theoretical coherence of 
a contributor s case can also be considered in relation to the quality and extent 
of evidence adduced in support. Further, in the interests of reaching a bal- 
anced judgment, a consideration of the contributions made by different au- 
thors based on alternative theoretical stances and from different professional 
specialisms cannot be ignored. 

Some of the chapters are based on researches carried out over many years 
and with considerable numbers of subjects; others report recent findings from 
smaller scale studies. Some chapters are descriptive of what is deemed prom- 
ising practice. For example. Chapter 9. Volume 1 describes how much can be 
gained from careful observation of the practices of experienced classroom 
teachers followed by discussion and reflection. This approach requires a spirit 
of mutual cooperation and sensitivity but no formal research design or so- 
phisticated data analysis in the statistical sense. Teachers can be their own 
best mentors. The simple strategy outlined is an excellent means whereby the 
expertise of experienced teachers can be communicated to colleagues. Simi- 
larly, students in initial training can benefit whether in the role of teacher 
or observer. 

With confidence, we assert that no individual has a freehold on validity. 
The words of Bacon ( 1 S61-162o) continue to give important messages. 
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Read not to contradict and confute, nor to believe and take for granted, 
nor to find talk and discourse, but to weigh and consider. (Bacon 
1561-1626: Essay 50 Of Studies') 

There are three major common concerns of those professionals involved 
in how children become literate and by what means such achievements can 
be appraised. These are: 

• developing understanding of the nature of children's emergent reading; 

• considering ways in which children's emergent and subsequent read- 
ing can be developed; and 

• the assessment of reading standards. 

From these major concerns, evidence drawn from the work of colleagues 
in many countries suggests that shared understandings are gradually emerging 
from research and practice. Inevitably, there are also ongoing theoretical con- 
troversies that have important implications for practice in the classroom. As 
noted above, the 'top-down' versus bottom-up' theories of reading develop- 
ment exemplify one controversy that appears to be nearing a resolution in an 
interactive model. These (inevitably partial) understandings cannot be ignored 
if we are to increase our ability to conceptualize, control and optimize the de- 
velopment of children's standards of literacy in general and reading in particular. 

There is no claim that collectively the specific topics addressed by contrib- 
utors represent a comprehensive coverage of critical issues. However, to remain 
unaware of the work being done in countries other than one's own would be 
irresponsibly insular. There is a growing consensus that, irrespective of the 
country, culture or language, the topics identified above merit inclusion in both 
the initial training of teachers and in continuing professional development. 

This series is distinctive on the combined basis of four major counts. 
Firstly, it is internationally oriented. It provides a somewhat overlooked inter- 
national perspectives on the three issues identified above. Evidence drawn 
from the following countries is presented: Australia; Canada, Denmark; Eng- 
land; France; Germany; Greece; Guam; Hungary; Israel; Italy; Jamaica; Japan; 
New Zealand; Northern Ireland; Scotland; Spain; and the USA. Reports on 
reading attainments across the thirty-two school systems and twenty-one lan- 
guage groups included in the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA) reading-literacy study are also reported and 
discussed. 

Secondly, it is interdisciplinary. Professionals from complementary fields 
describe promising developments from their respective viewpoints: teachers; 
teacher-trainers; psychologists; advisers; inspectors; administrators; statisticians; 
and research workers. 

Thirdly, it contains messages for teachers and mentors concerning their 
regular work with pupils on encouraging literacy. In relation to improving and 
assessing reading, it combines what can profitably be done with why this is 
the case. 
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Fourthly, it addresses international issues of accountability. Research stud- 
ies and promising classroom practice from around the world are reported 
highlighting implications for the design, implementation, improvement and 
evaluation of reading programmes. 

With the increasingly multicultural character of societies across the world, 
the two volumes are planned to appeal to an international readership, al- 
though predominantly in English-speaking countries. It is expected that the 
contents of both books will be of interest, albeit differentially, to the following 
groups, 

• Teachers in mainstream primary schools; 

• Teachers in special schools and units; 

• LEA advisory and support staff; 

• Educational and child psychologists; 

• Students on initial teacher-training courses; 

• Teacher-trainers and school-based mentors; and 

• Research workers. 

The strength of the two volumes is that they bring together, under the 
three international concerns identified, the work of professionals in different 
countries. Volumes 1 and 2 provide complementary information from col- 
leagues with similar professional concerns working in different cultural con- 
texts. The aim is to build bridges between theory, research and practice. 

The genesis of this two-volume series derives from the editors' longstanding 
involvements in seeking to understand more fully, and thereby improve, the 
learning and teaching of literacy in general and reading attainments and progress 
in particular, of pupils in schools. Our work as teachers in mainstream second- 
ary and primary schools, special schools and units, language and reading 
specialists in support services, research workers, academics and authors pro- 
vides the basis for our involvements. Our contributions to initial training courses 
taken by teachers, coupled with the provision of courses of advanced training 
for qualified and experienced teachers, underline our personal commitments. 

Over many years, our activities have led to the establishment of extensive 
professional contacts with colleagues in many countries engaged in similar 
work. Reflecting on our wide network of contacts and on common profes- 
sional concerns and controversies, led to the present two volumes. 

In the twenty-four chapters comprising this series, we have presented a 
selection of articles that provide information on research and practice. Each 
book is in two parts. Part 1 in Volume 1 concerns the importance of phono- 
logical awareness. Part 2 addresses wider concerns related to the development 
of children's reading. In Volume 2, Part 1 focuses on curriculum concerns and 
Part 2 deals with aspects of accountability and assessment. These contributions 
bear on some of the most important current concerns and controversies from 
the broad fields constituting emergent and developing reading and curriculum 
and assessment issues. Each of the chapters has a common structure. All authors 
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have identified from their contributions a number of important 'messages for 
teachers'. 

In Volume 1, the six chapters in part 1 focus on the importance of pho- 
nological awareness in emergent and early reading. In part 2 six contributions 
address wider concerns, including new moves towards early literacy learning 
in Europe, children's understanding of reading prior to attending school, the 
role of the teacher and contrasting conceptions of literacy in primary and 
secondary schools. 




Part 1 

The Importance of Phonological 
Awareness 



Chapter 1 



The Emergence of Word Reading in 
Beginning Reading 



L. Ebri 



Summary 

There are various ways to read words: by sight, by phonological or 
orthographic l recoding\ by analogizing, and by contextual guessing. 
This chapter considers the processes that beginners use to read words 
and how these processes change as the reader's general phonological 
and orthographic knowledge grows. Evidence is presented indicating 
that in order for sight word reading to develop into a mature form, 
learners must acquire and apply knowledge of the alphabetic system. 



Introduction 

Whole language instruction has gained a strong following among primary- 
grade teachers in today's schools (Gursky, 1991). One feature making whole- 
language instruction attractive is that the reading and writing activities are 
meaningful and interesting not only to students but also to teachers. However, 
a weakness of this approach is the absence of systematic phonics instruction 
during the first year of reading instruction. 1 Some attention is paid to letter- 
sound relationships as students attempt to invent spellings duiing journal writing 
and as teachers read big books and stop to point out initial letters and sounds 
in salient words. However, care is not taken to insure that each student mas- 
ters the alphabetic system by learning all the letter shapes and names, learning 
which sounds they typically symbolize in words, learning how to segment 
words into sounds, and learning how to blend the sounds of letters to form 
words. Studies indicate that students who fall behind in learning to read often 
do so because they have not acquired sufficient, working knowledge of the 
alphabetic system. Because this learning is difficult for them, they do not pick 
it up simply by being exposed to print (Juel, Griffith and dough, 1986; 
Stanovich. 1986; Wagner and Torgeson, 1987; Juel, 1988). 

This chapter suggests that to become effective instructors of beginning 
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reading, kindergarten and first-grade teachers need to understand the course 
of development that beginners follow when they learn to read, and how to 
assess whether these processes are developing adequately in individual stu- 
dents. With this knowledge, teachers are in a better position to make instruc- 
tional decisions. Very recently our knowledge about reading processes and 
their development has advanced significantly as a result of research investigat- 
ing these processes. (For summaries of this research, see Anderson et al. % 1985; 
Adams, 1990; Barr, Kami), Mosenthal and Pearson, 1991; Brady and Shankweiler, 
1991; Gough, Ehri and Treiman, 1992). The chapter i)elow reviews what we 
have learned from research about the development of reading processes, in- 
cluding the various ways that words are read, how word reading fits into text 
reading, and what processes are needed in order for novices to make progress 
in learning to read. 

One all-too-common approach to educating teachers about how to teach 
reading is to give them a list of do's and don'ts. For example, whole language 
advocates tell teachers that instruction in reading should be meaning-based, 
students should write daily in journals, and they should do lots of silent and 
oral reading of real literature. Students should not read words in isolation on 
flash cards, and they should never read non-words. Also prohibited are 
worksheets, phonics drills, memorization, direct instruction and practice on 
component processes of reading, and giving tests to see what students have 
learned about reading and its components. Likewise, advocates of phonics 
instruction offer lists of do's and don'ts. They may tell teachers that students 
should never hear letter-sound relations pronounced in isolation but only in 
the context of words. Or they may assert that students should not be allowed 
to guess words they are reading in text hut should always stop and sound 
them out. Typically prescriptions and proscriptions are presented dogmatically 
without a full explanation of how these practices are related to the develop- 
ment of reading processes and without any research evidence. This do-don V 
approach makes teachers heavily dependent upon authority for making in- 
structional decisions, and it discourages them from relying upon their own 
knowledge, experience and judgment. 

A better approach to educating teachers of reading is to help them acquire 
working knowledge about many aspects of reading acquisition. This knowl- 
edge should include processes that develop in learners, informal tests to ob- 
serve whether these processes are developing in individual students, various 
instructional approaches, methods, and activities, and how they promote the 
development of processes (Fhri and Williams, in press). Teachers who have 
extensive knowledge about reading have a much greater chance of success. 
Moreover, teaching becomes a highly interesting challenge when you know 
what to expect from learners as they make progress, what problems might 
develop, and the best ways to resolve them. This chapter discusses some of 
the processes that I think teachers should know about indicating ways to 
assess their development in readers, and offering a sampling of instructional 
activities that hold promise of promoting their development. 



The Emergence of Word Reading in Beginning Reading 
Figure 1. 1: Interactive model: sources of knowledge operating in parallel when text is read 
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Reading Processes and Their Development 

When skilled readers read and understand text, many cognitive and linguistic 
processes operate concurrently and automatically in synchrony. The interac- 
tive model presented in Figure 1.1 depicts these mental processes. The centre 
box represents a central processor that receives and interprets information 
coming in from the eyes as lines of text are scanned. The boxes around the 
centre depict the various sources of information that are stored in memory and 
that enable readers to recognize and interpret text. 

Knowledge of language enables readers to process sentences and their 
meanings. Knowledge of the world, including both encyclopedic and experi- 
ential knowledge, supplies readers with the background for understanding 
ideas and filling in parus that are left implicit and assumed known rather than 
stated explicitly in the text. Readers use their metacognitive knowledge to 
monitor the quality of their comprehension and to verify that the information 
makes sense and that it meets specific purposes. If problems are detected, cor- 
rective strategies may be implemented, such as re-reading or self-questioning 
(Baker and Brown, 198-4). Memory for the text read up to that point enables 
leaders to interpret incoming text in terms of previously processed meanings. 
Lexical knowledge refers to the readers dictionary of words held in memory*, 
those known in speech and those known in print by sight (Ehri, 1991. 1992). 
Accessing sight words in lexical memory is the principal way that readers 
recognize most words in text. Knowledge of the grapho-phonic system in- 
volves knowing how the spelling system symbolizes speech, including how 
letters can be transformed into blends of sounds to approximate known words 

// 



L. Ehri 



(Venezky. 1970). Readers use sounding out and blending processes to decode 
unfamiliar words. 

Knowledge of language and knowledge of the world begin to develop 
during the preschool years before children move into independent reading 
(Goelman, Oberg and Smith, 1984; McGee and Richgels, 1990). The experi- 
ence of listening to storybooks enables children to practise and become famil- 
iar with several reading processes, including the process of applying their 
linguistic knowledge and their world knowledge to understand text, the pro- 
cess of retaining text meanings in memory and drawing from this to interpret 
subsequent text. For books heard many times, children may learn to pretend 
to read the stories by memorizing the text and using pictures as prompts to 
recall text on each page (Sulzby. 1985). This may teach them about the struc- 
ture of sentences that appear more frequently in text than in speech. There is 
evidence that young children's vocabularies grow from listening to storybooks 
(Robbins and Ehri. 199-4). The development of metacognitive strategies is 
apparent when children ask questions to clarify the meanings of stories being 
read to them. It is important to recognize that even though preschoolers can- 
not read print on their own. the experience of listening to storybooks allows 
them to practise many of the processes that they will need in the future when 
they do learn to read print independently. 

Various experiences may acquaint preschoolers with the squiggles consti- 
tuting written language. VC'hen adults read books to children, they may slide 
their finger under the lines of print they are reading, and they may explain how 
print is structured. This shows children where book language comes from, and 
it corrects the misconception that adults are reading the pictures. Another source 
for learning about written language comes from environmental print. As pre- 
schoolers travel with parents to supermarkets, shopping malls, and restaurants, 
labels and signs that distinguish among stores and products may be pointed 
out. helping children learn what written forms of words look like (Mason. 
1980; Masonheinier. Drum and Ehri. 198-4). Letter knowledge emerges as adults 
name and point to alphabet letters in storybooks, alphabet books, and signs, 
and as they have children practise naming plastic magnetic letters clinging to 
the doors of their refrigerators and writing their own names (Mason. 1980). 

Although bits and pieces of reading may appear in preschoolers, the bulk 
of reading skill of the sort that involves reading print independently emerges 
when reading is taught formally in the prima ry grades. By independent reading, 
is meant the ability to read words and text from written forms without the aid 
of pictures or other n on -alphabetic prompts. This involves acquiring the two 
knowledge sources depicted at the bottom of Figure 1.1. and learning to inte- 
grate all the knowledge sources in Figure 1.1 to read text fluently (Chall. 1983>. 

Ways to Read Words 

VC'hen beginners learn to read Fnglish. their eyes encounter three types of 
structural units that make contact with their knowledge of language: letters. 
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words, and sentences. During the course of learning to read, the eyes come 
to favour written words. The advantage of words over sentences is that words 
can be assimilated in one glance. The advantage of words over letters is that 
written words correspond more reliably to spoken words than letters corre- 
spond to sounds. Many years ago, Cattell (1886) found that skilled readers can 
recognize a whole word as quickly as they can recognize a single letter, and 
in fact they can name a word faster than a letter. Since words are the primary 
units of written language for learners, it is essential for teachers to understand 
how words are read and how word-reading skill develops. 

At least five ways to read words can be distinguished: by sight, by sound- 
ing out and blending letters, by analogizing to known words, by pronouncing 
common spelling patterns, and by using context cues. In each case the pro- 
cesses differ (Ehri, 1991, 1994). As readers attain skill, they learn to read words 
in all five ways. 

When readers read words by sight they access information about the 
words stored in lexical memory from previous experiences of reading the words. 
This process is used to read words that have been read several times before. 
Sight of the written word triggers its spelling, pronunciation and meaning 
immediately in memory without any sounding out or blending required. Reitsma 
(1983) found that on average, beginning readers in first grade needed four 
experiences of reading the individual words to store them as sight words in 
memory. You can tell when readers are reading words by sight because they 
read the words as whole units, with no pauses between sounds, and they read 
the words within one second of seeing them. 

My research demonstrates that the traditional way of viewing sight word 
learning, as rote memorization of the visual forms of words, is incorrect (Ehri 
and Wilce. 1979, 1980a and b. 1983. 1985, 1987a, 1987b). Skilled readers do 
not read sight words by memorizing associations between the shapes of words 
and their meanings. This view is incapable of explaining how skilled readers 
can recognize in an instant any one of the thousands of words that they know 
by sight and how they can learn to read new sight words with very little 
practice (Ehri. 1992). 

These findings indicate that sight words are secured in memory through 
the application of letter-sound knowledge. The process of learning individual 
sight words involves forming associations between particular spellings of words 
and their pronunciation-meaning amalgams by applying knowledge of letter- 
sound relations. Readers remember how to read a specific word by interpret- 
ing letters they see in a spelling as symbols for sounds they detect in the 
pronunciation of the word. For example, the initial letter G in 'giggle* gets 
remembered as the sound /g/ rather than /j/ because the pronunciation of the 
word specifies /g/ ; I is remembered as /i/, GG as /g/, LE as /\\\/r In this way. 
the spelling is bonded to a pronunciation-meaning amalgam and stored in 
memory/ The next time the reader sees the word, lie or she can retrieve the 
spelling-pronunciation-nieaning amalgam from memory to read it. Knowl- 
edge of letter-sound relations provides the powerful mnemonic system that 
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Table 1.1: Ways that words and pseudowords might be read by readers 



By Sight 3 


By Sounding out/Blending b 


By Analogy 0 


By Spelling pattern 0 


break 


goan 


greak 


. 

tain 


busy 


taich 


fusy 


goach 


sugar 


soag 


tugar 


joal 


none 


vep 


jone 


sug 


prove 


fiss 


brove 


vess 


yacht 


ii il 
jUI 


bacht 


fiD 


calf 


paig 


da If 


chail 


suede 


chol 


nuede 


pog 


react 


leek 


leact 


juck 


; sland 


iuf 


dislana 


lef 


tongue 


choub 


fongue 


foud 


depot 


fod 


nepot 


chob 


bouquet 


paf 


souquet 


vag 


fiance 


veeg 


riance 


peef 


guitar 


haip 


fuitar 


hain 


chauffeur 


foon 


mauffeur 


foop 


rhythm 


vud 


chythm 


jub 


heights 


jeeb 


beights 


veed 



Notes: 

' Words from Adams and Huggins (1985) list. 

b Pseudowords with uncommon spelling patterns (Treiman ef a!., 1990) 

c Pseudowords created by changing the initial letter of sight words in Column 1 . Analogy 

and sounding out strategies yield different pronunciations. 

c Pseudowords with common spellings patterns (Treiman ef a/., 1990) 

bonds the written forms of specific words to their pronunciations in memory. 
Once the system is known, readers can learn to read words and build a 
lexicon of sight words easily. 

Adams and Huggins (1985) studied sight word reading by selecting fifty 
words that had to Ix* known by sight to be read correctly, words such as 
■ocean', 'bouquet', aisle', and 'busy', which could not be sounded out because 
of their irregular spellings. The words were ordered by frequency of occur- 
rence in text so that easier words preceded harder words. Examples of the 
words are listed in the first column in Table 1.1. Adams and Huggins found 
that students in Grades 2-5 typically read words accurately until they reached 
a point in the list where the words became unfamiliar (i.e., not in their sight 
vocabularies). At this point readers shifted from sight word reading to sound- 
ing out and blending which caused them to hesitate and often misread the 
words (e.g., pronouncing tongue' as /ton-'gyu'* ). These findings document 
the process of sight word reading. Readers use this approach to read not just 
irregular words but all words that have been practised sufficiently to become 
established in their lexical memory. Assessing readers' store of sight words can 
be used to decide whether a specific text is within their reading ability. Texts 
that contain 90 per cent of sight words can be read by children independently 
(Johns, 1978). 

Another way to read words is by sounding out letters and blending 
them into pronunciations that approximate real trords (also referred to as 
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phonological recoding) (Venezky, 1970; Venezky and Johnson, 19 7 3; Marsh 
et al % 1981; Beck, 1981; Ehri, 1991). This is a strategy that readers can employ 
to read words they have never seen before. To use this strategy requires 
knowing how letters typically symbolize sounds in words, not only single 
letters but digraphs such as TH, SH, EA, OU Phonological recoding is a slower 
way of reading words than sight word reading and tends to emerge later 
during development (Ehri and Wilce, 1983) although this may depend upon 
how reading is taught (Wimmer and Hummer, 1990). Disabled readers have 
special difficulty learning to recode words phonologically (Ehri and Wilce, 
1983; Rack, Snowling and Olson, 1992). The best way to assess readers' recoding 
ability is to have them read pseudowords which cannot be read by sight 
because they have never been read before. Table 1.1 also lists pseudowords 
with uncommon spelling patterns taken from a study by Treiman. Goswami 
and Bruck (1990). 

An alternativ e way to read unfamiliar words is to read them by analogy 
to known words, that is. by recognizing spelling similarities between new and 
known words (Marsh et ai< 1981; Goswami, 1986; Goswami and Bryant, 1990). 
In looking at a word never read before, readers may notice that a part of it 
resembles a known sight word. They access the similar sight word in their 
lexicons and then adjust the pronunciation to accommodate the new word, for 
example, reading 'peak* by analogy to 'beak* or fight' by analogy to 'night*. 
This is an easier way for beginners to read words than phonological recoding 
because it requires blending fewer subword units to make the word, P plus 
-EAK, rather than P + EA + K. 

To read words by analog}' to known sight words requires that beginners 
have some rudimentary decoding skill (Ehri and Robbins, 1992). They have to 
have enough knowledge so that they can recognize how letters correspond to 
sounds in the known and new words and how to blend the subunits (e.g.. 
P + EAK). Also they need sufficient letter-sound knowledge to be able to store 
the sight words in memory by bonding spellings to pronunciations in the way 
described above. 

In the third column of Table 1.1 appears a Ivst of pseudowords that if read 
by analogy to real words are pronounced one w ay and if read by sounding out 
and blending are pronounced another way. Read them to see which way you 
pronounce them. The footnote in the table explains the two solutions. 

Another way to read unfamiliar words is by detecting and pronouncing 
familiar spelling patterns. Tiiis process is later to emerge, after readers have 
learned a number of sight words. To establish spelling patterns as familiar 
units in memory, readers must first acquire a sight vocabulary consisting of 
several words exhibiting the same spelling patterns (e.g.. words sharing stems 
such as -ICK. -ANK, -INE). and they must recognize how the common letter 
sequences are pronounced as single blends. Treiman et al. ( 1990) found that 
beginners were more accurate in reading nonwords with stems common to 
several other words than nonwords w ith uncommon stems. Examples of their 
commotvstem nonwords are listed in the last column in Table 1.1. Stahl, Osborn 
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Table 1.2: Set of rime spellings that can be used to derive nearly 500 primary-grade 
words 



-ack 


-all 


-ain 


-ake 


-ale 


-a me 


-an 


-ank 


-ap 


-ash 


-at 


-ate 


-aw 


-ay 


-eat 


-ell 


-est 


-ice 


-ick 


-ide 


-ight 


-ill 


-in 


-ine 


-ing 


-ink 


-ip 


-ir 


-ock 


-oke 


-op 


-ore 


-or 


-uck 


-ug 


-ump 


-unk 













Notes: The rimes were taken from Stahl ef ai (1990). These authors in turn took the list 
from Wylie and Durrell (1970). 



and Lehr (1990) list thirty-seven rime stems that have stable pronunciations 
across words and can he used to derive nearly 500 primary-grade words. 
These are listed in Table 1.2. 

One final way to read words is by using context cues to guess words 
(Goodman, 1965, 1976). As portrayed in Figure 1.1, readers can use their 
knowledge about language, their knowledge of the world, and their memory 
for the text already read, to guess the identity of some words as they read text. 
You can experience the value of context cues by attempting to read the words 
that are missing in the text (Robinson et ai. 1965) displayed in Figure 1.2. It 
is easy to guess function words such as 'to' and 'the' but hard to guess content 
words unless they have appeared in prior text, for example, farmer and 'truck'. 
This way of reading words is evident in the oral reading errors (miscues) that 
readers produce when they read text aloud (Biemiller, 1970; Weber, 1970; 
Goodman, 1976; Leu, 1982; Allington, 1984). When words are misread, the 
words substituted will often fit the sentence structure and meaning, indicating 
that context influenced how the words were read. This approach is used mainly 
to read unfamiliar words (Carnine, Carnine and Gersten, 1984). Familiar words 
are recognized so quickly and automatically by sight that contextual expecta- 
tions do not have time to facilitate the process (Stanovich, 1980; Perfetti, 1985). 

To summarize, there are several ways to read words: by sight, by sound- . 
ing out and blending, by analogy to known sight words, by pronouncing 
familiar spelling patterns, and by guessing from context. Which process is the 
primary one for any particular word depends upon whether readers have 
practised reading that word. Words sufficiently familiar in print are read by 
sight. Words unfamiliar in print are read using the other strategies. 

Reading Words in Text 

Contextual guessing does not account for the way that readers read most 
words in text. Studies of the predictability of words in text indicate that on 
average 25 per cent to 30 per cent of the words can be guessed correctly. 
However, the most important content words are the least predictable, only 
10 per cent correct (dough and Walsh, 1991). Thus, to guess words effec- 
tively, most of the surrounding words in a text must Ix? known, To read these 
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Figure 1.2: Pages from a basal text in which every fifth word has been deleted to 
illustrate processes involved in guessing words based on context cues. Illustration from 
Friends Old and New (p. 190) by H. Robinson, M. Monroe, A. Artley, C. Huck, & 
W. Jenkins. Copyright 1965 by Scott, Foresman. Reprinted by permission. Text from The 
Christian Science Monitor. Copyright 1961 by The Christian Science Publishing Society. All 
rights reserved. Reprinted by permission. 




The Little Gray Truck 

It was time for BHB Field to pick 
the BB on his farm. 

With « bang and a bump Bl big ears 
of corn d into his little gray flft 
At last there was B more room in it. 
B Farmer Field started off V town 
with his corn. 

10 little gray truck was B a hurry. 
It went BIB down the old farm MB 

just as fast as B wheels could turn. 

Source: Page 190 from a Basal Text in Friends Old and New by H. Robinson, M. Monroe, 
A. Artley, C. Huck and W. Jenkins; Scott, Foresman and Co. Publishers. 



23 



17 



L Ehri 



accurately, a reader must use processes other than contextual guessing. Hence, 
this is not the major way that words are identified. 

During text reading, all of these ways of reading words may contribute 
(Perfetti, 1985; Ehri, 1987). In the skilled reader, several different processes are 
thought to operate together in parallel. As readers' eyes fixate on words known 
by sight, the first process to fire is lexical access which happens quickly and 
automatically. This yields recognition of the word's meaning and pronuncia- 
tion. Other processes do not lie dormant, however, but are activated as well 
and perform a confirmatory' function. Knowledge of the grapho-phonic system 
confirms that the pronunciation, derived from lexical access, does fit the spell- 
ing pattern on the page. Knowledge sources involving language, the world, 
and text memory confirm that the meaning of the word fits into the sentence 
and is consistent with the text's meaning up to that point. The redundancy in 
the system that arises from several knowledge sources operating in parallel 
serves to maintain highly accurate reading, to make the reader sensitive to errors, 
and to provide a means of self correction when errors disrupt comprehension. 

Whereas skilled readers have operational use of all these processes during 
text reading, disabled readers do not. They are most apt to be weak in their 
knowledge of the grapho-phonic system and in their sight vocabulary (Liberman 
and Shankweiler, 1979; Perfetti, 1985; Stanovich. 1986; Juel, Griffith and Gough, 
1986; Ehri. 1989). As a result, their reading is not fully supported by all the 
knowledge sources. Stanovich (1980) provides evidence that disabled readers 
compensate for inadequate decoding and sight word reading by relying more 
heavily on word-guessing strategies. It is important for teachers to insure that 
beginners learn to use all of these sources adequately so their text reading is 
fully supported. 

Currently, educators who advocate a whole -language approach to teach- 
ing reading (Goodman and Goodman. 19 7 9> claim that use of context is the 
major way that readers read words in text and that this is what they should be 
taught to do skillfully. These educators ignore and do not provide instruction 
for the other ways to read words. In fact. Goodman (1976) claims that readers 
do not read individual words when they read text but rather use context cues 
and guess words. Only when they cannot guess a word do readers attend to 
letter cues in words. According to Goodman, having to attend to individual 
words to read them requires too much time and effort and subtracts attention 
from the processing of meaning. 

Results of several studies reveal that this view is flawed because it fails to 
consider the process of reading words by sight (Stanovich. 1980, 1986; Perfetti. 
1985; Ehri, 1991). Studies show that by the end of first grade, readers can 
recognize words by sight automatically without expending attention or effort, 
beginners can look at a word and recognize its meaning instantly, even under 
conditions when they try to ignore the word (Golinkoff and Rosinski. 1976; 
Guttentag and Haith. 1978). 

To experience automatic word recognition, look at Figure 1.3 and try 
labelling the pictures from left to right as rapidly as you can while ignoring the 
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Heading task demonstrating that words are processed automatically when 




Source. From "Learning to Read and Spell Words" by L C. Ehri, Journal of Heading 
Behavior. 19, 5-11. Copyright 1987 by National Reading Conference. Reprinted by 
permission. 

Note: The reader's task is to ignore the words and name the pictures from left to right 
as rapidly as possible. Use of this task in research studies has shown that readers who 
know the written words by sight cannot ignore them. The words are processed 
inadvertently and slow them down in naming the pictures, indicating that readers process 
the words automatically without attention or effort. 

words printed on the pictures. You will find that you cannot ignore the words, 
indicating that your mind is processing them automatically. Reading words 
automatically by sight is much faster and more accurate than reading words by 
sampling letter cues and guessing. Also it is much less time-consuming and 
involves much less conscious attention. Findings of several studies (Stanovich, 
1980, 1986) indicate that. effective sight word reading, not effective use of 
context cues to guess words, lies behind effective text reading. 

7be Detvlofmtent of Word Rending 

Suppose you measured various capabilities and experiences of children enter- 
ing kindergarten without any reading ability, for example, their knowledge of 
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vocabulary words, their IQs, the number of hooks read to them by parents, the 
education level and socio-economic status of parents, their knowledge of nurs- 
ery rhymes, the number of hours spent watching TV each week, their knowl- 
edge of letter names and their ability to segment spoken words into sounds. 
You waited for two years while they acquired reading skill in school, and then 
you measured their reading ability. Which of the capabilities would best predict 
their reading achievement? Various researchers have done this and have found 
that letter-name knowledge and sound-segmentation skill are the best predic- 
tors, better than all the others (Chall, 1967; Share et al % 1984). These capabili- 
ties stand at the gate of reading acquisition and screen who is admitted and 
who is not. Although other capabilities may contribute to reading skill as well, 
they do not have a chance to exert an impact if beginners cannot get through 
the gate by knowing letters and how to segment. The reason why these two 
capabilities are so important is that they are needed for learning to read words 
in the various ways described above (Ehri, 1992). 

Khri (1991. 1994) divides the course of development of word-reading 
processes into four phases, (Da visual cue phase, (2) a rudimentary alpha- 
betic phase. (3) a mature alphabetic phase, and (4) a spelling-pattern phase. 
During the visual cue phase, readers memorize visual, contextual, 01 graphic- 
features of words to remember how to read them. They do not use letter- 
sound relations. During the two alphabetic phases, readers use letter-sound 
correspondences to read words. Alphabetic processing is considered rudi- 
mentary when readers process only some of the letters and sounds in words, 
for example, initial and final letters. Alphabetic processing is considered mature 
when readers process all of the letters and sounds in words. The spelling- 
pattern phase emerges after readers have had sufficient experience processing 
words alphabetically to learn which letters combine frequently in different 
words and how they are pronounced. In this phase, familiar spelling patterns 
along with letter-sound knowledge are used to read words. 

Visual cue reading portrays how emergent readers process words. It is an 
immature process adopted by children who know little about letter-sound 
relations and how to segment words into sounds (Byrne. 1992). Lacking letter 
knowledge, they use whatever cues are visually salient in or around words to 
remember how to read them, for example, the golden arches behind the sign 
saying 'Mac-Donald's', the two tall posts in the middle of the spelling of yel- 
low', the tail at the end of the spelling of dog'. If they remember any letters 
in words, it is not because they interpret the letters as symbolizing sounds in 
the words. Masonheimer. Drum and Khri (198*) examined visual-cue readers' 
awareness of letters in environmental print they could read. They found that 
when the youngsters were shown familiar signs with one of the letters altered 
(e.g., XF.PS! for PKPSI), they read them as if nothing had changed. This indi- 
cates that visual-cue readers do 1101 necessarily use letter cues to remember 
how to read environmental print. 

Studies of visual-cue reading reveal that the associations remembered 
are between print and meanings rather than between print and specific 
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pronunciations. 'Crest* might be read as 'toothpaste* or 'brush teeth', indicating 
that letter-sound ties in the spelling do not constrain the word accessed in 
memory (Harste, Burke and Woodward, 1982). Studies also indicate that visual- 
cue readers have trouble remembering how to read words for any length of 
time when the words lack distinctive context cues and are read from alphabetic 
print alone (Mason, 1980). When presented with words they have never read 
before, visual-cue readers have no way of reading them except by guessing 
the words from context cues. For example, if shown a picture of a car drawn 
above the word TIRE, visual-cue readers will guess that the word says car and 
remain oblivious to the letter discrepancy. Visual-cue readers know how to 
read too few words to be able to read text other than by pretend reading 
through memorization. 

The rudimentary alphabetic phase becomes passible when beginners learn 
about letter-name or letter-sound relations and about how to segment initial 
sounds in words. With this knowledge, they can use partial alphabetic cues to 
remember how to read words by sight. I have called this phonetic-cue reading. 
For example, they might remember how to read 'milk' by bonding the initial 
and final letters M and K to the beginning and ending sounds /m/ and /k/ in 
the pronunciation. Several studies (Fhri and Wilce, 1985; Scott and Ehri, 1989) 
show that, whereas visual-cue readers learn to read words most easily when 
they contain salient visual cues, phonetic-cue readers learn to read words most 
easily when letters symbolize salient sounds in the words. In one study, be- 
ginners were taught visually salient spellings (e.g., wBc to stand for giraffe ) 
and phonetically salient spellings (e.g.. LFT for elephant ). Results showed that 
the former type was easier for visual-cue readers to learn to read whereas the 
latter type was easier for phonetic-cue readers to learn. 

Mason ( 1980) showed that phonetic-cue readers can remember how to read 
words when the words lack any context and must be read from their alphabetic 
forms alone. If shown words they have never read before, phonetic-cue readers 
may mistake the new words for known sight words if the words share some of 
the same letters ( Hliri and Wilce, 1987a, 1987b). Phonetic-cue readers can build 
a sight vocabulary that is sufficient to support the reading of text composed of 
those words. However, unfamiliar words must be guessed from context because 
phonetic-cue readers lack the sounding out and blending skill needed to figure 
out unknow n words. In recent studies, we have found that older disabled readers 
exhibit characteristics of phonetic-cue reading (Fhri and Saltmarsh. 1991). 

W hen beginners acquire more complete knowledge about how the alpha- 
betic system symbolizes speech, including how the vowel spelling system 
works and how digraphs such as CH, TH. HA, symbolize sounds, they advance 
to the mature alphabetic phase of reading words (Khri, 1991). They become 
skilled at sounding out and blending unfamiliar words. They add words to 
their sight vocabulary by processing and remembering how all of the letters 
in a word's spelling symbolize sounds detected in the word s pronunciation. 
For example, MILK is fully analysed as M-m\ I-/T , L-/|/. and K-/k/ when the 
spelling is bonded to the pronunciation in memory. 



L Ebri 



The process of bonding spellings to pronunciations of specific words may 
influence the sounds that mature alphabetic readers believe constitute words 
(Khri and Wilce, 1980b; 1986). For example, the spelling of PITCH may cause 
readers to conceptualize a i\l sound in the pronunciation that is not thought of 
as being present in RICH. Learning the spelling of FAMILY may induce readers 
to believe that the pronunciation consists of three syllables, /fam/-/i/-/ly/ rather 
than two, /fam/-/ly/. To the extent that readers can justify the presence of 
letters in spellings by recognizing how they symbolize sounds in the word s 
pronunciation, they can bond the full spelling to the pronunciation and retain 
letter information in memory as they learn to read words by sight (Ehri, 1992). 

The sight vocabulary of mature alphabetic readers grows rapidly as read- 
ers process new words in their reading. Their word reading is highly accurate 
and they do not often mistake similarly spelled words, unlike phonetic-cue 
readers. This is because fairly complete letter-based representations of the 
sight words are bonded to pronunciations in memory. 

As more words are added to the sight vocabularies of mature alphabetic 
readers and as they practise sounding out and blending letter combinations, 
the spelling pattern phase of word reading emerges. Pronunciations of com- 
mon letter sequences become known as units. These units make the task of 
reading unfamiliar words easier, particularly multisyllabic words. For example, 
fewer subunits must be blended to read the word infuriate' if readers recog- 
nize familiar spelling patterns within the word, such as IN, FUR, and ATK, and 
how to pronounce them, than if each letter must be sounded out and blended. 
Also fewer units are required to bond spellings to pronunciations in learning 
to read multisyllabic words by sight. 

During this phase, readers may learn to associate some spelling patterns 
with meanings, for example. UN-, -TION, -HI), -1NG, -ABLE. Instruction that 
teaches readers about roots of words, prefixes and suffixes and that distin- 
guishes patterns in terms of language origins, for example, Greek, Latin, and 
Anglo-Saxon, serves to enhance the learning of spelling patterns and their 
utility for reading words (Henry, 1989; Templeton, 1992). 

Messages for Teachers 

The four phases described above are useful for characterizing the develop- 
ment of word-reading processes. Knowing about these can tell teachers what 
to look for as signs of development and what processes need to lie in place 
before others can be expected to emerge. In considering what teachers might 
do to insure that word-reading processes develop various activities are sug- 
gested. However, this should not be construed as a prescription for teaching 
reading. These activ ities illustrate some ways that objectives might be accom- 
plished. There are other ways as well. Moreover, learning to read skilfully 
involves more than learning to read words. 

To prepare students for the rudimentary alphabetic phase of reading, they 
need to learn how to name and write letters. During the preschool years. 
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parents can contribute by reading alphabet books to children, pointing out 
letters in environmental print, singing the alphabet song, teaching children to 
name the letters and to w rite their own names, and so forth. Also, adults can 
engage children in playing sound games that involve finding rhyming words, 
finding words that begin with the same sounds, dividing words into sounds. 
In this way adults can help children learn to detach the form of language from 
its meaning and to focus on sounds. To the extent that such informal pre- 
school experiences provide children with letter knowledge and sound seg- 
mentation ability, they will be better prepared for learning to read independently 
when they begin formal instruction in school 

During the preschool years, it is important for children to experience 
reading in various contexts, for example, identifying environmental print, lis- 
tening to storybooks, hearing letters sent by relatives. In this way. children 
become aware of the act of reading, they learn about its purposes, they ob- 
serve what people do when they read, and so forth. These experiences serve 
to orient children so that when they receive formal instruction in school, they 
know where they are headed and what to expect (Dyson, 1984). 

Activities perfonned during shared book reading can introduce preschoolers 
to the structure of print and how spoken language is represented in print 
(Holdaway, 1979). Once children are familiar with a storybook, adults can 
slow down their reading of the story enough to fingerpoint read the lines of 
text. This involves pointing to each word as it is read. Such a procedure 
supplemented by explanations can reveal many things to beginners: where the 
text begins and ends on a page, how lines of text run from left to right, how 
meaningful speech can be analysed into words, syllables, and punctuation 
marks. As a result, preschoolers may begin to grasp how written language cor- 
responds to spoken language. However, studies show that preschoolers who 
have memorized a text cannot learn to fingerpoint read that text themselves 
.simply by watching someone else do it. In order to track speech in print at the 
level of words, they need to know how to segment initial sounds in words and 
how to represent the sounds with letters (Khrt and Sweet. 1991; Morris. 1992). 

Because letter knowledge and sound awareness are so important for learn- 
ing to read, kindergarten and first-grade teachers need to identify and work 
with those children who lack this knowledge. Letter mnemonics are useful for 
helping children learn the shapes of letters and how to associate them with 
sounds. This is shown in a study where children were taught to associate each 
letter shape with the name of an object that was shaped like the letter and that 
had a name !>eginning with that letters sound (e.g., S drawn like snake' 
beginning with As/, T drawn like table' beginning with A/) (Hhri. Deffner and 
Wilce, 198 *). It was found that this procedure taught letter-sound associations 
more effectively than other procedures such as learning pictures unrelated to 
the shapes of letters or simply rehearsing the letter-sound associations. A very 
popular programme to teach letters in British kindergartens is Lcltcrland' 
(Wendon, 1990. 1992) which makes extensive use of mnemonics. 

It is important to recognize that if students already know the names of 
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letters, it is easy to teach them the letter-sound relations that are present in the 
names, for example, / b, in B ( bee), . j in J ( jay ), m ' in M (em). Most letters, 
in fact, have a relevant sound in their names. Mnemonics w ould not be needed 
to teach these associations. 

Once children learn the names or sounds of several letters, then they can 
begin to use their letter knowledge to invent spellings of words for the pur- 
pose of conveying meaning in print (Read, WD. Teachers can use the task 
of inventing spellings to get children analysing sounds in words and finding 
letters to symlxilize those sounds. It is important for teachers to intervene and 
help students detect ail of the sounds in words and to pick appropriate letters 
for those sounds. Sounds needing special attention are consonant blends, tor 
example, bl , ,st . str. which are difficult to separate because they are 
pronounced together so quickly. 

Children having trouble learning to read often find the task of segmenting 
sounds in words especially difficult. One way to ease the task is to teach 
students how to monitor the articulatory movements occurring in their mouths 
when they pronounce words, for example, recognizing that there are three 
mouth positions involved in saying 'bad' (1) lips closed for b . (2) mouth 
open for a , <3> tongue touching the roof of the mouth for d (Lindamood 
and Lindamood, 19 7 S). By locating the sounds of words in their mouths, 
beginners are provided with a basis that is more tangible and easier to scru- 
tinize than that coming into their ears. Acoustic features of speech are ephem- 
eral and disappear quickly. 

Various researchers such as Henderson < 198^ ) and Treiman ( 1993 > have 
studied the course of development of invented spellings. In spelling the sounds 
they hear in words, children progress from representing only some of the 
sounds (e.g.. YL *or while'. JRF for -giraffe*) to representing all the sounds 
(e.g.. \V1L. JKRAH ). The letters they choose progress from non-conventional 
symbols for sounds le.g.JRKM for dream'. SGAT for 'skate' 1 to more conven- 
tional symbols (e.g.. DRKM. SCAT). When children learn the regularities of the 
spelling system, they have a much easier time remembering the correct spell- 
ings of individual w ords tKhri. 1986). 

Once children have some knowledge of letter-sound relations, they can 
begin to build a sight vocabulary. This is done mainly by reading meaningful 
text that is written at their level (i.e.. about 9U per cent sight words. 10 per cent 
unfamiliar words). As readers enounter new words in text, as they pronounce 
them and recognize their meanings, and as they analyse how the spellings 
match up to the pronunciations so that the two become bonded, they begin 
to establish the new words as sight words in memory. At the outset, this 
learning may be helped by having students keep a set of cards printed with 
the words they have learned to read in text. The cards can be reviewed, 
combined to form sentences, analysed and sorted for letter-sound similarities, 
and so forth. One technique used in the Reading Recovery programme (Clay. 
19""9. 1991 ) is to take selected words from stones just read and have children 
segment the letters to discover how they correspond to sounds in the words. 
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Studying newly learned words in these ways may make beginners more aware 
of constituent letters and may speed up sight word learning. 

Teaching children the strategy of sounding out and blending words may 
be easier once they know how letters symbolize sounds, particularly vowel 
letters, and once they have learned a number of words by sight. This strategy 
is important for directing their attention to letter-sound relations within words. 
However, decoding English in this way may involve some trial and error and 
may not result in a recognizable word (e.g., the irregularly spelled sight words 
in Table 1.1). However, it is still a useful strategy to know. One skill readers 
must learn is how to blend consonants so that the vocalic element present 
when the sound is pronounced in isolation is deleted when it is blended with 
other sounds (e.g., pronouncing B as 'huh* in isolation vs. /b/ in blue'). 

Another strategy for reading words never read before is to teach children 
to look for familiar parts in the words, parts they know how to pronounce, for 
example, 'in', \\\\ 'on. A programme used at the Benchmark School in Penn- 
sylvania teaches children several key words that are especially useful for de- 
coding unknown words. These words are posted on the wall and become 
familiar sight words to the children (Gaskins et ai, 1988). Teachers can learn 
more about this approach by viewing a video tape obtainable from the Center 
for the Study of Reading at the University of Illinois. 

Once beginners acquire working knowledge of the alphabetic system and 
once their sight-word lexicons begin to grow, then the best thing they can do 
to become more fluent readers is to practise reading and re-reading lots of 
stories and books that are appropriate for their sight- word level (Chall, 1983; 
Stanovich and West, 1989; Stanovich and Cunningham, 1992). Practice is also 
important for strengthening the strategies of sounding out blending and 
reading by analogy so that both develop as effective ways to read unfamiliar 
words. 

Assessing the various capabilities that are involved in reading words can 
be done with informal tests administered to individual students. In the Reading 
Recovery programme (Clay, 1979, 1991 K informal assessment is considered an 
essential first step in working with a child and is called roaming around the 
known'. Periodic assessment is also important to verify that students are mak- 
ing the progress expected. The advantage of individual over group adminis- 
tered tests is that teachers can observe processes and strategies as well as 
pr< )ducts. 

One important capability for teachers to examine in novices is their letter 
knowledge, that is, their ability to write and name both upper and lower-case 
letters. Whereas letter names can be elicited by presenting randomly ordered 
letters one at a time, this is not the best way to assess beginners* -knowledge 
of letter-sound relations. Beginners are more apt to reveal what they know 
about letter-sounds in an invented spelling task. In this task, the teac her pro- 
nounces words the spellings of which are unfamiliar and asks students to write 
the sounds they hear in the words. The maturity of their invented spellings can 
be interpreted by comparing inventions to developmental examples given in 
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Gentry (I98D, Morris and Perney (198-0 and Henderson ( 1985). This task also 
reveals students' ability to segment words into constituent sounds. 

To test children's sight vocabulary', teachers can use lists of words that are 
organized by grade level or words that their students have been exposed to 
in text (Harris and Jucobson, 1972). Words read within one second of seeing 
them are considered to be known by sight (Boder and Jarrico, 1982). Teachers 
can determine whether a book is within a child's reading capability by point- 
ing to individual words selected at random on various pages and making sure 
that the child can read 90 per cent of the sampled words by sight. 

it may be especially important to check children's ability to read high- 
frequency function words by sight, words such as the following: was, the. 
which, that, from, and. are. did. do. for, get. have, here, it. she, not, said, that, 
the, this, to, what. who. with. These words are crucial for reading and com- 
prehending sentences in text. One study (Khri and Wilce. 1980a). found that 
students needed to practise reading function words in meaningful text rather 
than in isolation on flash cards to learn to process their meanings. 

Children's ability to use sounding out and analogy strategies can be as- 
sessed by giving them pseudowords containing letter-sound relations or letter 
parts that they are expected to know. Teachers who have not had their students 
practise reading words in isolation or reading pseudowords may be surprised 
at their students* success. This is because students do not have to practise 
word and pseudoword reading in isolation to develop these capabilities. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of how word-reading processes de- 
velop during the first two grades and what this might mean for the teaching 
of reading. Much more could be said, not only about reading but also about 
spelling processes and how they contribute. In discussing how to teach read- 
ing neither a whole language nor a phonics list of do's and don't* has been 
adhered to. Both lists oversimplify the solution to the problem of teaching 
reading effectively to all beginners, ami both lists fall short in specifying bow 
to teach all of the inapt processes involved in learning to read. It is important 
for teachers to move beyond lists and to acquire their own practice- based 
understanding of how reading processes develop ami which instructional 
procedures are effective for developing which processes. Hopefully, teachers 
w ill become interested in the processes discussed above, w ill look further for 
additional information (Balmuth. I9K2, I'eitelson. 1988; Adams. 1990; 
Cunningham. 1991). and will not be put oil by the technical language and 
jargon used in some research papers and books One anticipates that teachers 
w ill try out some of the informal assessment tasks suggested in order to learn 
more about the extent of development of individual students and to delect 
those lagging behind and needing special help By knowing w hat to expect 
regarding the couise of development in beginners, by having tools to see 
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whether individual readers are developing as expected, and by accumulating 
a repertoire of effective instructional procedures to move learners forward, 
teachers can achieve much success in fostering the growth of independent- 
reading skill in beginners. 

Notes 

1. By systematic phonics instruction. I mean instruction that follows a plan and is 
effective in providing students with working knowledge of the alphabetic system 
as it symbol i/.es speech so that students' word-reading competencies develop and 
mature. I am not subscribing to any particular way of teaching phonics. Rather in 
this chapter I attempt to specify the various grupho- phonic processes that students 
must be enabled to acquire in order to develop into mature readers. Systematic 
instruction may not be needed for students who enter school already knowing how 
to read but it must be provided for students who enter school with little of this 
knowledge, and teachers of beginning reading must know how to provide this 
instruction. 

2. I designate sounds in words by placing lower-case letters between slash marks. I 
represent spellings of words by placing words in quotation marks or in capital 
letters. 

3. It is necessary to refer to pronunciation-meaning amalgams rather than just pro- 
nunciations here. This is because the meaning dictates the pronunciation that is 
bonded to a spelling. To illustrate the problem, there are spellings that are pro- 
nounced in more than one way: WIND, LEAD, AFFKCT. Two separate sight words 
are established in memory in each case to represent the two different pronunciation- 
meaning amalgams. For example, the sight word WIND meaning 'encircling con- 
sists of a spelling-pronunciation bond that includes I — , iy, (long i sound). The 
sight word WIND meaning 'moving air* consists of a bond that includes I — - i- 
(short i sound). 

(A variant of the arguments and evidence included above appears in the book Literacy 
and 'Ihinktng. 7he Mind at Work 1 in the Classroom, Fdited by C. Hedley, T. Antonacci 
and M. Rabinowitz. published by Krlbaum. Hillsdale. New Jersey.) 
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Some Effects of Phonics Teaching on 
Early Reading Development 



R. Johnston, V. Connelly and / Watson 



Summary 

A series of studies is reported which examines the effectiveness of 
phonics teaching. In two studies, children learning to read by a hook 
experience approach (in New Zealand) were compared with children 
whose reading program included systematic phonics teaching (in 
Scotland). Even though the groups were matched on word recogni- 
tion ability, the first study showed that the children in the phonics 
program were significantly better at reading nonwords, and the sec- 
ond study showed that they had significantly superior reading com- 
prehension. Further studies are also reported that show that the degree 
to which phonics is taught has a significant effect on reading attain- 
ment, the introduction of children to the technique of sounding and 
blending unfamiliar words having a markedly beneficial effect. 

Introduction 

Does the way we teach children to read have a significant impact on their 
progress? One school of thought is that learning to read is a natural process, 
like language acquisition (Goodman, 19K6). If this is the case, then all we need 
to do is to put children into a rich and stimulating reading environment, and 
then they will learn to read. The argument is that children do not have formal 
lessons in their language in order to speak it. If reading is a natural process, 
then this too can be acquired without direct teaching. It follows that children 
do not need graded readers with a carefully controlled vocabulary which is 
presented repeatedly so that targeted words become familiar. Furthermore, it 
is argued that children should not need teaching about the way the spelling 
patterns of the language map on to sounds (e.g., Smith, 1985). 

The reasoning seems to be that children do not have to learn that the 
spoken word consists of phonemes in order to learn their first language, so 
why should they when they are learning to read? If this is the case, then all that 
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is needed to set children off along the road to reading competence is to make 
them aware of the pleasure to be had from reading and to expose them to the 
printed word. However, this analogy is spurious. Humans have used spoken 
language for a considerable length of time, and are to some extent biologically 
preprogrammed to acquire spoken language. Reading is a recent invention, 
which requires the child to understand that abstract two-dimensional visual 
symbols stand for words. In some languages, such as English, each word 
consists of multiple symbols that map on to sounds. This appears to be an 
advantage, as children seem to learn to read faster in alphabetic systems than 
ones where they have to learn logographs such as in Chinese and Japanese. 
Whatever script we read, reading has to be carried out using skills that we 
have developed through evolution for very different purposes. There are there- 
fore going to be individuals who would function perfectly well in a non- 
literate society- who are found to have weaknesses in the skills required for the 
acquisition of literacy. 

If reading were a natural, easily acquired skill, then there would not be 
such a large volume of research directed towards finding out why a significant 
proportion of school-age children do not become competent, independent 
readers (see Snowling. 1991, for a review). We know that some children have 
relative difficulties because standardized reading tests show whether a child 
has an age-appropriate level of skill. These reading tests vary from simple 
word lists which detect whether children's word-recognition skills are appro- 
priate for their reading age such as the British Ability Scales word-reading test 
(Elliott et aL 19 7 " 7 ), to tests which additionally assess how well children under- 
stand what they are reading (e.g.. Neale, 1989). Although ultimately what 
is important is the level of understanding that the child has of what he/she 
reads, there is abundant evidence that the fundamental reading skill that must 
be acquired is the ability to recognize the words (Adams. 1990). It is on this 
foundation that comprehension of text depends. There are those, however, 
who think that skilled readers skip many words when reading text, the recog- 
nition of each word being unnecessary and time-consuming (Goodman, 1986). 
According to this school of thought, word recognition cannot occur fast enough 
to account for the speed at which the skilled adult reads. We now know that 
in fact words are recognized very rapidly (Perfetti. 198S) and that the skilled 
reader misses very few of them ( Just and Carpenter, 198" 7 ). We also know that 
the more skilled readers are. the less dependent they are on context to decide 
on the meaning of an unfamiliar word (Stanovich. 1980. 1981; Perfetti. 198S). 
The use of context in this way is a characteristic of unskilled readers, who do 
this because they meet so many unfamiliar words. 

Is it enough to leave children to learn unfamiliar words by trying to guess 
their meaning through context, or are there ways of speeding up the process 
by teaching them techniques which help them to relate a new word to a word 
in their spoken vocabulary? One approach that is often advocated is to teach 
children that words are composed of letters, and that letters and letter sequ- 
ences have sounds which combined together allow the word to lx» pronounced. 



R. Johnston, V. Connelly and J. Watson 



Although this is called a 'phonies' approach, its name is very misleading. It has 
as much to do with orthography, that is spelling patterns, as it has to do with 
sounds. It is in fact a multisensory teaching method. 

A common misapprehension is that phonics is about writing, the child 
being encouraged to work c at the sounds in words in order to be able to spell 
them. Bald (1993) reports that in a survey of opinions of thirty-five Surrey 
primary-school teachers, 30 per cent associated the technique with writing 
rather than spelling. This .seems to be a common mistake, and a serious one. 
Words, with a few exceptions, have only one pronunciation but they can be 
spelt plausibly in many different ways. The aim of phonics teaching is to show 
children the regularities in English orthography in order to aid children's read- 
ing, not to turn them into phoneticians. There is also a belief that phonics only 
involves teaching children to use the initial sounds of words, or showing them 
how to sound and blend the letters of words. This ignores a very substantial 
part of the technique, which teaches children about vowel and consonant 
digraphs, rhymes, silent letters, morphemic endings and so on. 

Below is an abbreviated checklist of the type of phonics program that is 
used in many Scottish primary schools as part of their reading program, taken 
from a typical phonics-teaching schedule for Primary 1-3- 

1. letter sounds for the entire alphabet 

2. initial sounds, e.g., bat, .sit, bop 

3. sounding and blending of three-letter consonant-vowel-consonant 
words, e.g., can, bet. Hp, hop, bus 

4. initial -consonant blends e.g., ship, thin* chip 

5. initial-consonant digraphs, e.g., />*og, skip, Wed, strim 

6. final-consonant digraphs, e.g., paw/, lo.sY, soW, fe// 

7 . vowel digraphs, e.g., keep, coal, wail, seal 

8. silent e , e.g., crike, Pele. n/ce. cope, lube 

9. soft *c\ e.g., fence, 'circus, cycle; soft 'g', e.g., giant, cage, badge, 
voyage 

10. silent letters, e.g., fcnee, ha/f, lam/;, frren, whis/le 

11. difficult endings, e.g., -less, -ness, -ous, -ious, -tious, -cious, -tion, 
-sion, -tial, -cial, -able, -ible 

A phonics approach to reading such as this is taught in the context of 
learning to read text. For example, the children might initially be taught to 
recognize the words in their readers by sight so that they can read and under- 
stand the words in their story books. Alternatively, the children may be intro- 
duced to reading via a language-experience approach. At this stage the phonics 
element is limited to teaching the sounds of the letters, and drawing the chil- 
dren's attention to the sound of the first letter in an unfamiliar word. The next 
stage is to teach the children to sound the letters of unfamiliar words and to 
blend the sounds together. This is started between three to eight months after 
entering school. Hollowing on from this, the children would be taught about 
consonant and vowel digraphs. This might involve asking the children to 
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generate words with a certain sound. This would produce a list of words with 
similar spelling patterns, such as the following, which would be presented to 
the children on the blackboard so that they could see the 'word family' (each 
list being presented on a separate occasion): 

slip coat cake 
slap boat bake 
slop goat make 

As can be seen, this approach involves showing children that there are 
rules in the English language for many of the spellings. For example, there are 
several ways in English of lengthening vowel sounds, e.g., com, cake. Of 
course, English spelling has some irregularities and some words just have to 
be learnt by sight, e.g., yacht'. Other problems occur because sometimes the 
same spelling pattern has two sounds. On separate occasions the children 
might be taught: 

cow blow- 
how snow 
now crow 

When faced with an unfamiliar ow' word, the child knows that there are two 
pronunciations to try, and that one of them will sound correct in context. 

There are those who think that it is unnatural for children to be focusing 
on the letters in words in this way, especially so soon after starting to learn to 
read. However, there is evidence that children are aware of letters within words 
even before they can recognize words in conventional type. A recently com- 
pleted study required 4-year-old prereaders to read the names of products 
which were familiar to them (Johnston, Anderson, and Holligan, submitted for 
publication). When presented with the names on the original wrappers, many 
of the children could identify 'Kit Kat\ 'Coca Cola', Smarties' and so on, despite 
the fact that any clues to the nature of the product were carefully cut away. 
The children could not read these words in ordinary type, so recognition must 
have been heavily based on the distinctive lettering used. Measuring a lot of 
skills which might theoretically account for their ability to read these product 
names, such as various sorts of visual and phonological skills. The only predictor 
of product names was knowledge of the alphabet. 

We can conclude from this that many preschool children are aware of the 
letters in words, and know that these are important cues to recognizing words. 
The letters were not taught to our sample in the nursery school; their knowl- 
edge had come from informal learning of the alphabet at home. It can be 
argued that when we teach children letter names and sounds at school, and 
proceed to teaching them about letter sequences and their sounds, we are 
developing an approach to word recognition that many of them have started 
to work out for themselves. However, most children by this stage do not work 
out for themselves that unfamiliar words can be read by sounding the letters 
in a systematic left to right fashion, and blending the sounds. 
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If many children starting school already have the idea that words are com- 
posed of letters, and that these letters have sounds, should we perhaps just 
leave them to get on with the process on their own? To answer this we need 
to know whether specific teaching of a systematic phonics programme has any 
advantages over leaving children to deduce spelling patterns for themselves. 

There are several approaches to answering this question. Firstly we can 
compare children of similar backgrounds who have been taught to read by dif- 
ferent methods. In one study Scottish 8-year-old children who had learnt by 
mixed methods, including phonics were compared, with 8-year-old New Zea- 
land children who had read by a language-experience approach (Johnston 
and Thompson, 1989). The New Zealand children had learnt to read text by 
means of graded readers which are designed to develop systematically their 
word knowledge. They also learnt to name the letters of the alphabet, and 
were taught to decode unfamiliar words by context and by looking at the first 
letter of the word. The New Zealand scheme is a very well structured one, and 
a considerable part of the curriculum is devoted to teaching reading — much 
more time in fact than is spent on it in Scotland. 

Thompson tested seventy children in schools near Wellington, matched as 
far as possible in terms of background with the forty-four children studied in 
Scotland. The purpose was to see what impact the different teaching methods 
had on how well the children could read unfamiliar words. In order to be sure 
the words were unfamiliar, non-words, such as 'poast' and hoanV, which 
sound like words when read out. were constructed. In order to compare the 
children it was necessary to be sure that they were initially well matched in 
word-reading ability. This proved not to be the case, The Scottish children had 
a mean reading age of 8 years 9 months on the Scottish standardization of the 
Burt Word Reading Test (1974). and the New Zealand children had a mean 
reading age of 7 years 11 months on the Scottish norms. Thus the Scottish 
children were found, on average, to be ten months ahead in word-reading 
ability. This was not due to any differences in general verbal ability as the New 
Zealand children were actually ahead on a test of vocabulary knowledge. It 
was also confirmed as being a general phenomenon by comparing the norms 
on the two standardizations of the Burt Word Reading Test in Scotland and 
New Zealand, where the average disparity over the whole test was around six 
months, favouring Scottish pupils. This is striking because the New Zealand 
scheme is a very- good one. and literacy skills are given a very- high priority in 
the curriculum. 

The purpose of the study, however, was to see how well non-words were 
read and the researchers did not want this to be contaminated by differences 
in word-recognition ability. A sample of New Zealand and Scottish children 
matched on word-reading ability' from the larger group was therefore selected. 
Even with this close match, the Scottish children were 25 per cent better at 
reading non-words (Scottish mean = 91.7 per cent and New Zealand mean = 
66,5 per cent). This means that when reading text, the Scottish children had 
a number of skills available for decoding unfamiliar words — they could use 
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context, as could the New Zealand children, but they could also make a better 
stab at working out the pronunciation of the word from the sequence of 
letters. 

Given that phonics is such an effective reading method, and there is 
considerable evidence available from many other studies to show this (see 
Adams, 1990, for a review), how much phonics teaching is needed? Do 
teachers need just to *do' phonics now and then in an incidental fashion to set 
children along the road to independent reading, analysing words for them- 
selves? Connelly (1994) has carried out a study which compared pupils at two 
Scottish schools which varied in the extent to which phonics was taught. The 
two schools had very similar catchment areas. School A and School B both 
used the G inn 360 Reading Scheme and its associated workbooks. The scheme 
is not overtly phonic. 

However, there were differences in the extent to which phonics was 
taught using supplementary material in the first-year classes at these two schools. 
School A started its phonics programme earlier, and worked through the spell- 
ing patterns at a more rapid rate than School B. 

In School A, the Ginn Reading Scheme was supplemented by the more 
overtly phonic Link Hp Reading Scheme and its associated workbooks. Soon 
after school entry the children were taught the sounds of the letters using 
individual letter cards. After three months the children were taught to sound 
out words and blend the sounds in order to pronounce unfamiliar words. By 
the end of the year they had been taught about consonant blends and vowel 
digraphs. 

At School B the class was also taught the sounds of letters at the beginning 
of the year, and children were encouraged to look at the initial sound of an 
unfamiliar word. However, the children were taught to sound out letters and 
blend the sounds together only in February, after about six months at school, 
as opposed to three months at school A. In the last term of Primary 1 they used 
a Key Phonics workbook, which teaches initial letter sounds and consonant 
plus vowel sounds, e.g., ftrtg, ga etc. No digraphs or blends were taught until 
late in Primary 2. Altogether there was less emphasis on phonics teaching than 
at school A. 

The pupils from the two schools were matched for vocabulary knowledge 
and were of similar age. In March, after seven months at school, the pupils at 
school A had a reading age on the British Ability Scales word-reading test 
(Flliott et ai % 1977) of 6 years 3 months, which was nine months ahead of their 
chronological age. The children at school B were doing well but were not so 
advanced, having a reading age of 5 years 8 months (three months ahead of 
chronological age). The greater progress of the children in school A was still 
IxMng maintained three months later, mean reading age being 6 years 8 months 
compared with 6 years 2 months at school B. Kven though both schools used 
phonics to teach reading, the degree to which it was used had a measurable 
impact. 

The main purpose of the phonics element in these reading schemes was 
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to show children the regularities in English spelling, and to show how sounds 
map on to these spelling patterns. Both schools encouraged the children to 
spell by working out the sounds in words, but it must be stressed that this is 
not the essential part of phonics. Adams (1990) has concluded, from a review 
of a very large literature, that children who have learned to read using a sys- 
tematic phonics programme read words better and are better at spelling. What 
the study reported above adds to this is evidence that the degree to which 
phonics is taught has a measurable impact on reading attainment. 

What aspects of phonics teaching are helpful in establishing independent 
reading? Is the sounding and blending of words, which is an early component 
of the method, a beneficial technique for children to learn? A study is currently 
being carried out by Watson into these issues. She is studying the impact of 
introducing phonics teaching on children's reading in twelve Scottish Primary 
1 classes. In all of these classes the children were taught the sounds of the 
letters, starting straight after school entry. Most of the initial teaching, however, 
was aimed towards teaching the children to read words by sight, using flashcards 
in and out of context, with words from the children's reader. Use was made 
of concept key boards to alert children to the initial sounds of words, and 
there were visual -discrimination games. 

By the third term, all of the classes had started on a more overt phonics 
programme which was tailored to their level of competence. Initial sounds and 
short vowels were systematically taught. The children were also taught to 
sound the letters of unfamiliar three-letter words and to blend the sounds to 
pronounce the words. In April, before the sounding and blending of words 
had been taught in all but one of the classes, most of the children were unable 
to read unfamiliar words which were not in their readers. On testing, they 
often said We haven't had that word'. In June, after the sounding and blend- 
ing technique had been introduced in all of the classes, most of the children 
were prepared to attempt to read novel items. This coincided with a rapid rise 
in reading age between April and June, In April, the mean reading age (BAS 
word-reading test. Elliott et al % 1977) was 5 years I month, and two months 
later it was 5 years 8 months. In the space of two months, the mean reading 
age of the children bad increased on average by seven months. 

One school, however, had worked faster through the phonics program, 
sounding and blending having been introduced after three months at school. 
These children showed a markedly superior level of performance. In April their 
mean reading age was 5 years 9 months (chronological age 5 years 6 months) 
and in June it was 6 years 2.S months (chronological age 5 years 8 months). 
It seems that teaching children to sound and blend the letters of simple three 
letter words leads to a very significant increase in word-recognition ability. 
This needs to be studied further, but it seems likely that sounding and blend- 
ing is critical for showing children that there is an alphabetic principle behind 
the written word, and that unfamiliar words can be pronounced using this 
method. 

Another aim of Watson's study is to show just how and when phonics can 
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be introduced as part of the reading programme. Teachers often ask how to 
implement a phonics programme and she hopes to be able to show a variety 
of ways in which this is done in a country where phonics is considered an 
essential part of teaching reading. Phonics rarely seems to be taught as part of 
the trainee teacher's course, even in Scotland. It seems to be learnt from more 
experienced teachers. It seems that reading books about and trying to imple- 
ment phonics without seeing it done in practice is rather daunting. Some 
teachers also feel that it must be a very boring way to teach reading. A long 
time ago, phonics used to lx j taught in a very dull way, with children chanting 
the words of the word families as a whole class. There were also some dread- 
ful phonics Readers, one of which is descrilied by Exton and Rourke (1993), 
who report the truly ludicrous passage 'Let us sit by Ned on the sod. Has he 
not got a big cod?'. Readers like this have not been used for a very long time, 
and indeed Readers with an obvious phonics content are now unusual. This 
surely has to be due to the very positive impact of the whole-language ap- 
proach to teaching reading. Nowadays, there is a wealth of attractive phonics 
material available, from workbooks to games, which we have seen children 
enjoy using. All the classes we have visited have had the children grouped 
according to language ability, and their phonics work is tailored toward the 
level suited to their instructional needs. 

From talking to older teachers in Scotland, it seems that phonics these 
days is often being introduced later than it used to be. and the various ele- 
ments are taught over a longer period. The work of Connelly and Watson 
suggests that it is in fact very beneficial to introduce phonics, particularly 
sounding and blending, early in the first year at school. Given that many 
preschool prereaders are very aware of the letters in words it is unlikely that 
paying close attention to letters early on in reading tuition is harmful. If atten- 
tion is drawn to letters late on in the reading program, or not at all, this may 
be a handicap for some children; Feitelson (1988) points out that many Special 
Needs teachers comment on the difficulty they have in getting their pupils to 
focus on the letters in words. It may be that, in the absence of early phonics 
teaching, some poor readers develop a visual memory for words which is not 
based on detailed analysis of the component letters. This would lead them to 
have difficulty in using a phonics approach to reading unfamiliar words for 
which they have no visual memory. 

In our studies of children with severe reading disorders we have found 
evidence that many of these children have an overwhelming bias towards a 
visual approach to reading, which leads to problems in reading unfamiliar 
items ( Johnston, 1993). This suggests that programs which start phonics vers' 
early (e.g., McNee, 1990; Lloyd, 1992) may be beneficial in stopping these 
children following a predominantly visual-memory approach to reading. Such 
schemes usually involve teaching a few letters of the alphabet, followed by an 
immediate demonstration of how these letters can be combined into words. 
Lloyd (1992) points out that after teaching the letters s, a, t, i, p. n' children 
can Ix* taught the words tap, pan, sit, pit. pin*. Given the boost we have found 
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that sounding and blending gives to independent reading skills, the introduc- 
tion of the approach advocated by Lloyd and McNee in the first few months 
at school may have a very beneficial effect. According to Feitelson (1988) this 
method has long been the approved approach to teaching reading in Austria. 

It is commonly believed that training children in phonemic analysis is an 
essential prerequisite for learning to read. However, we have found that inci- 
dental learning of the alphabet is closely associated with the emergence of 
phonemic-awareness ability in preschool prereaders (Johnston, Anderson and 
Holligan, submitted for publication), and that children who know no letters of 
the alphabet are very unlikely to Ix? able to detect phonemes in spoken words. 
Furthermore, studies of phonemic-awareness training on its own are rarely 
successful in enhancing reading ability; the successful schemes have usually 
also involved training with alphabetic stimuli, e.g., Bradley and Bryant (1983), 
Fox and Routh (1984). A very recent study has confirmed this; Hatcher, Hulme 
and Ellis (1994) found that in 7-year-old poor readers, phonemic-awareness 
training enhanced phonemic awareness and not reading, whereas training in 
the association between letters and their sounds enhanced reading but not 
phonemic awareness. This confinns our view that phonemic awareness ini- 
tially arises spontaneously in prereaders as they learn letter names and sounds, 
and that this awareness increases when they start formal reading instruction. 
However, once these phonemic-awareness skills develop they are likely to 
have a positive impact on learning to read. Morais, Alegria and Content (1987) 
have proposed a similar interact ionist relationship lx?tween phonemic aware- 
ness and learning to read. This leads us to the conclusion that it is desirable 
to foster phonemic awareness in young children, and that this is best done by 
teaching them to read via a phonics approach. 

One concern that teachers express about phonics is that it may enable 
children merely to bark at print, and that they will not understand what they 
read. Connelly, Johnston and Thompson (submitted for publication) have 
compared Scottish children who have learnt to read by a phonics-teaching 
method with New Zealand children who have learnt to read by a language- 
experience approach. Two groups of 6-year-old children who were equated 
on single-word reading ability (Elliott et aL, 1977) were then tested on the 
Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (Neale, 1989), which is a text-reading test 
where reading accuracy, speed, and comprehension are measured. Although 
the groups read text with equal accuracy, the phonics-taught children were 
significantly better at comprehending text, being 5.2 months ahead of the 
1 a nguage-experie nee-taught children. 



Messages for Teachers 



Our research indicates that children need a variety of approaches to help them 
learn to read. They must want to read, and there must be a lot of stimulat- 
ing written material available. Additionally, the reading program needs to be 
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structured so that word-recognition skills are developed systematically. The 
phonics approach provides this structure and is beneficial for most novice 
readers, alerting them to the alphabetic nature of the English language. Of 
course many children will ultimately work out the spelling system for them- 
selves, but they will acquire this knowledge much faster if they receive system- 
atic phonics teaching. Other children have great difficulty in fathoming the 
alphabetic system, and may fail at reading altogether without phonics being 
explicitly taught. 



Conclusion 

There is a great deal of evidence that a phonics program is very effective in 
teaching children to read. It need not be dull and uninspiring, and should most 
certainly be done in the context of motivating children to want to read inter- 
esting books. However, it needs to be systematic to be effective, and as far as 
children with severe reading problems are concerned, it may well need to be 
done early. 
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Summary 

A research study which considers the stages of development of 100 
Greek preschoolers in their construction and representation of the 
writing system is described. 1 The study attempts to reveal how Greek 
preschoolers conceptualize the conventions of written text as related 
(i) to the semantics or (ii) to the phonetics of the language Results 
provide evidence of a developmental course from the rough wholes 
to finer and finer distinctions, to gradual discovery of the regularities 
of the Greek writing system. The comparison of their invented written 
production favours the primacy of semantic differentiation. 

Introduction 

There has been a growing international interest in the development of early 
writing in preschool children in the last fifteen years or so. The proof is in the 
number of studies; a few in the late 1960s (e.g., Gibson. 1969) and seventies 
(Chomsky, 1972; Lavine, 197" 7 ; Clay. 1975; Ferreiro, 1978) to quite an explo- 
sion in the 1980s and 1990s (Dyson, 1982, 1985; Ferreiro, 1986; 1990; Tebcrosky, 
1990; Kraker, 1993; Vaden et a!., 1993; among many others). 

Along with the growing number of research studies there is also a shift in 
the perspective. Whereas the early studies focused on description of the external 
forms of writing that children could identify or produce on their own, as they 
interact with the material and human environment, a great number of the more 
recent research reveals the underlying conceptualizations behind the recognized 
or produced forms of early writing by the child. Instrumental for this shift 
among others, is the research of Clay ( 1975), Ferreiro ( 1985, 1986). Sulzby and 
Tcale (1985), Dyson (1988). 

The examination of early writing (and reading) as a personal, active con- 
struction by the children as they interact with the social environment and the 
efforts of researchers to understand how this is effected, is part and parcel of 
a more comprehensive movement from behaviouristic to cognitive models of 
explaining the development of human behaviour. 
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Although this movement towards viewing children as active knowers and 
constructors of meaning in the realm of the writing system of their cultural 
milieu is rather recent, there is also a variety of controversial questions asked, 
related to the methodologies used and their underlying theories. 

The Piagetian model of children's aquisition of knowledge, which exam- 
ines how children's concepts are constructed, how they change over time and 
how they differ from adult concepts, gives a useful framework for interpreting 
and explaining early-literacy development (writing and reading), based on the 
dynamics of the concept of equilibration. 

Emilia Ferreiro, a Piagetian scholar, spent many years studying writing- 
production activities in Mexican children in order to understand the system of 
ideas children build up about the nature of the writing system in their society, 
as they try to 'make sense* of the world around them. In search for coherence, 
they build up interpretation systems, 'theories', in which the information of the 
environment is assimilated. These 'theories' are not mirror images of the adult 
concepts, but personally constructed assimilation schemes through which in- 
formation about print, print use, readers, writers, reading/writing is interpreted 
(Piaget, 1985). 

When the child's scheme is repeatedly invalidated by new information, it 
changes to accommodate the new experience in a construction having a higher 
level of consistency. A new, more powerful interpretation scheme emerges, 
able to accommodate coherently a wider range of information. Thus the acqui- 
sition of literacy in this Piagetian framework is tally a psychogenesis with 
distinct levels of development, where various accomplishments follow one 
another in an orderly way (Ferreiro, 1986, 1990). Ferreiro (1990) presents three 
levels, development ally ordered, of the acquisition of early literacy. In the first 
level children distinguish between the two basic modes of graphic represen- 
tation: drawing and writing. They come to understand that in an alphabetic 
system writing has usually nothing to do with the nature or the appearance of 
the object, i.e., writing is outside the iconic domain. And whereas drawing is 
governed by the form of the object, writing is arbitrary and is ordered in linear 
(horizontal or perpendicular, according to the cultural milieu) fashion. But 
everything that is non-iconic is not readable. The children try to discover 
criteria of what is readable along the lines of quantity and quality of sign 
production. In order to be readable a 'writing' should have a number of signs 
(for Spanish children usually three) the minimum quantity of signs, and the 
signs should be varied inside the production. This is the criterion of the 
internal qualitative variation. 

At the second letvt progressive control over the quantitative and qualita- 
tive variations in written production is achieved, in order to differentiate be- 
tween different utterances. As learners come to understand that ihe same patterns 
of written signs cannot represent different objects, they try to differentiate their 
writing accordingly. 

Two possible ways are open to the children, one inside the writing system 
and the other outside, the first concerns the linguistic domain, the second the 
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semantic. If the first mode is adopted, the children, have already established 
the criteria of minimum-maximum quantity and internal qualitative variation. 
They then purposefully manipulate them to represent different objects, using 
different letters if they possess many graphic forms or changing the place of 
letters at the l>eginning, the end, or elsewhere if they do not. They try to find 
construction criteria inside the graphic domain by establishing relations within 
the formal structure of signifiers. 

When the second mode is adopted the children hypothesise that the 
variations in numbers of letters are related to the quantifiable aspects of the 
referred objects. They use more letters to represent bigger, more numerous, or 
older objects than to represent smaller ones, or younger objects. Here the 
relationship is established between the structure of signifiers and structure of 
referents or meanings. It is in the semantic domain. 

Pontecorvo and Zucchermaglio ( 1988) argue that, although the two ways 
of differentiation are alternatives and passing from one to another cannot be 
consider a necessary step, the second way tends to be used by older children. 

Because all the children in their study use the internal variation and the 
minimum-quantity principles, the authors also argue that the formal differen- 
tiation is a necessary but not sufficient precondition for the external mode of 
differentiation. The authors propose this external differentiation as a 'devia- 
tion' and they relate it to the si/e of children's signs repertoire: children with 
a larger repertoire are more prone to the formal way of differentiation, whereas 
children with a smaller repertoire tend to use the external differentiation, try- 
ing to alleviate the need for formal (by signs) differentiation by looking for 
external points of reference. This interpretation of modes of differentiation is 
at variance with previous studies by Ferreiro and Gome/ Palacio (1982) and 
Ferreiro (1985) where the primacy of semantic over phonetic representation is 
proposed. 

Pontecorvo and Zucchermaglio ( 1988) conclude their study by asking for 
investigation of a larger amount of situations through which possible and 
different uses of external points of reference can be elicited: i.e., length of 
words conflicting with referents dimension; similar and non similar words 
pertaining to the same conceptual category: single and plurals versus collec- 
tive terms etc' (p. 382). 

Aims of the Study 

In view of the above findings and controversy, the aims of this study were a) 
to describe what the developmental steps of Greek preschoolers are in their 
effort io construct the representation of the Greek writing system, and to 
compare the findings with those already mentioned (Ferreiro, 1990): and b) to 
investigate whether the differentiations of the invented writing of Greek pre- 
schoolers are influenced by linguistic or semantic factors, or by both, and in 
what sequence the influences appear in the children's development of literacy. 



45 



P. Paponlia-Tzelepi 



Greek preschoolers were asked to write a series of word pairs presented 
pictorially and orally. In the first part of the task, the children were asked to 
write five pairs of nouns, four of which were composed of phonetically and 
semantical iy related words. The second word of every pair was a composite 
or derivative, containing the first word as a first part. The first words of the 
pairs were mono, hi-, tri-, tetra- and polysyllabic. The words of ihe first pair 
were related semantical!)' and partly linguistically as the second word was not 
overlapping with the first linguistically, it was only longer. We investigated 
whether children in two age groups represented a) the same syllables embedded 
in different words by the same characters, and b) whether they differentiate 
their writing according to the larger length of the second word of every pair. 

This task was linguistically loaded, because not only did the phonetic 
overlapping lead to linguistic interpretation, but also the semantic relations 
between the simple and the composite word facilitate the phonetic differen- 
tiation of the composite second word. 

In the second task children were asked to write six pictorially and orally 
presented pairs of linguistically and semantical Iy related words, where tiie 
semantic factor was more prominent. The first pair presented two equally 
polysyllabic words, linguistically unrelated, the referents of which were big 
(newspaper) and small (toothbrush). The second pair was a small car and a 
big train (in Greek the related words are of inverse size). The next two pairs 
were one cat-three cats, two dogs-one dog and the last two were a small dog- 
a large dog and a large cat-a small cat. In Greek the diminutive words for the 
younger animals are longer than these for the adult. 

Using this second task, semantically loaded, we investigated a) whether 
the phonetic relationship of the pairs (sameness-difference) is more prominent 
in the children's writing than the semantic influence of the size, the plurality 
or the age of the referents of the paired words. 

Method 

Subjects 

Our subjects were 101 boys and girls from a number of kindergartens in and 
around a Greek city. They came from a variety of socio-economic strata, types 
of school (public-private) and kindergarten's location (urban-suburban- 
village). The mean age of the younger group (N. 2S. Range -»7-59 months) in 
years and months was t: 7. The mean age of the older group (N. 73, Range 
(>()-73 months) was 5: S in years and months. 

Imtnnmnit 

We prepared a booklet for even' child to w rite on with related drawings, in 
order to lessen the memory load of the children and also to make the task 
more agreeable, ensuring their motivation, 
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Two tasks were included in the booklet: a phonetically loaded task and 
a semanticaliy loaded task. In the phonetically loaded task five pairs of words 
were presented along with the corresponding drawings. The first pair con- 
tained a monosylabic word (OQI) and a phonetically and semanticaliy related 
trisyllabic (OANAPI). In the second to the fifth pair the first word (which 
was bisyliabic, trisyllabic, tetrasyllable, polysyllabic in ascending order) was 
contained in the second as a first part of a composite or derivative word 
( iniTI — SniTONOIKOKYPA, TPAllEZI — TPAllEZAPIA, FIAPA0YPO — 
n AP A0YPOO Y A AO , EOHMEPIAA — EOHMEPIAOFIQAHI). 

In the semanticaliy loaded task six pairs of words were presented along 
with the corresponding drawings. The first pair contained two polysyllabic 
words the referents of which differ in size (EOHMF'PIAA newspaper — 
OAONTOBOYPTIA toothbrush). The second pair contained two words the 
length of which is in inverse relation with their respective size: a car, a train 
(AYTOKINHTO — TPAINO). The third and fourth pairs presented one cat — 
three cats ( TATA — TATKI) and two dogs — one dog ( IKYAOI — IKYAOI). 

The fifth and sixth pairs presented a small dog — a big dog (IKYAAKI 
— IKYAOI) and a. big cat — a small cat (TATA — TATAKI). 

Apart from the phonetic features we manipulated the conceptual aspect 
in the following way. In the phonetically loaded task the conceptual features 
of the referents of the second word of the pair are in accordance with the 
phonetic lengthening of it, i.e., linguistic and conceptual features show the 
same direction of similarity at the beginning of the pair and differentiation at 
the end of the second word of the pair. 

In the semanticaliy loaded task we put the children in situations where 
the conceptual features of the referents are very prominent and are clisonnant 
with the linguistic features. More or bigger or older referents are of identical 
phonetic length or they are shorter. Linguistic and conceptual features show 
to the opposite direction. 

Procedures 

Each child was tested once, in the middle of the school year (February or 
March) by trained graduate students and teachers working with this researcher. 
Each child was asked to write on the booklet next to the drawings the pairs 
of words which were presented orally by the researchers. 

Results 

We will firstly report the results pertaining to the development of the 
conceptualization of children about the Greek writing system and secondly 
the relation between linguistically or semanticaliy influenced differentiation in 
the emergent writing of Greek preschoolers. 
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Table 3. 1: Frequency of pictoriality-non-pictoriality in younger and older kindergarteners' 
attempted writing 



Age Pictorial 


Non pictorial 


Younger (N = 28) 25% 


75% 


Older (N = 73) 5% 


95% 


Table 3.2: Frequency of horizontally in younger and older kindergarteners' attempted 
writing 


Age Horizontal 


Nonhorizontal 


Younger (N = 28) 84% 


15% 


Older (N = 73) 86% 


14% 


Table 3.3: Percentage of conventional letters in the written production of younger and 
older kindergarteners 


Age 100% 


36-99% 0-35% 


Younger (N = 28) 40% 


20% 40% 


Older (N = 73) 55% 


29% 16% 



Development of Preschoolers' Conceptualizations of the Greek 
Writing System 

In order to reveal the developmental nature of the changes in conceptualizations 
of the children concerning the structure and function of the Greek writing 
system, their production was examined along the lines of pictorial it y-non- 
pictoriality, horizontal ity, use of letters versus non-letters and number of signs 
used to represent words by younger and older kindergarteners. 

Table .11 shows the progress (statistically significant to V < 0.01, x* 9 H 2, 
of children to the conceptualization that writing is outside the iconic domain 
and thus arbitrary, being exempt from the exigencies of the referents form. 

Table 3.2 reveals that most of the young children have mastered .the 
notion of horizontally earlier than the time of testing as H » per cent of the 
younger and 86 per cent of the older children attempt to write totally hori- 
zontally, whereas the non-horizontal writers are 16 per cent and 18 per cent 
respectively. Consequently no significant difference is found between them. 

Once children, interacting with the social environment which in modern 
societies is highly print-loaded, construct the representation of writing as non 
iconic — thus arbitrary — and directional, they move to finer distinctions. The 
arbitrariness of the signs starts to take the face of some identifiable, distinct, 
repeated signs, the letters. Is letter awareness and use (though not in their 
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Table 3.4: Number of written signs used to represent words by younger and older 
kindergarteners 



Age 


1 sign 


2 signs 


3. signs 


4 + signs 1 - 4 + Filling the space 


Younger (N = 28) 


8 


8 


9 


63 11 


Older (N = 73) 


1 


2 


11 


57 24 4 


Table 3.5: Maximum of written signs used to represent words in younger and older 
kindergarteners 


Age 








Range Mean 


Younger (N = 28) 








1-20 8.6 


Older (N = 73) 








1-28 8.2 


Table 3.6: Variety of signs used in the whole written production: mean of a child's sign 
repertoire 


Age 








Range Mean 


Younger <N = 28) 








1-20 6.2 


Older (N = 73) 








1-43 12.5 



conventional value) a developmental step in the emergent literacy of Greek 
children? Table 33 presents the percentage of letters in the written production 
of ou i younger and older subjects. There is a statistically significant difference 
between the groups (P < 0.10. x~ 5.%) answering the question positively. 

Table 3 -* presents the progression in the conceptualization that a word 
(or an object in the mind of the child) is represented usually by more than one 
or two letters. Fewer older children write a word by one, two or three signs 
than the younger ones, but the majority of both prefer more than three signs. 
This is attributed to the structure of the Greek language having a high percentage 
of non-monosyllabic words. This contrasts with Spanish-speaking children who 
prefer as minimum quantity three signs or letters (Ferreiro and Gome/ Palacio. 
1982). Also the younger children are more rigid in their preferences than the 
older ones, who, to a considerable degree, use one or several signs in various 
words, thus presenting a more differentiated representation of the writing system. 

Although the mean of maxima used to represent a word by younger and 
older children does not reveal great differences (younger: mean 8.6, range 1- 
20 signs; older; mean 8.2, range 1-28 signs) the difference in the variety of 
signs of any kind used in the whole written production is very great: the mean 
of younger children's sign repertoire is 6.2 signs, whereas the older children's 
is 1 2.S signs, as tables 3-^ and 3-6 present. 

The above presented steps in the Greek children's acquisition of written 
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Table 3.7: Towards internal variation in writing words: percentage of writing patterns 





Repertoire of less than 4 signs 


Repertoire of 4 or more signs 


Age 


Repetition or 


Unchanged 


Variation 


Repetition or Unchanged Variation 




of the 


pattern 




of the pattern 




same sign 






same sign 


Younger 


21% 




4% 


7% 36% 


(N = 32) 










Older 


15% 




6% 


9% 49% 


(N = 39) 











Note: Missing N are at pictorial level. 



words representation (i.e., non-pictoriality. horizontality, arbitrariness, with 
emerging ailes of quantity (minimum-maximum) and quality variation in signs 
used, constitute the accomplishments of the first level of the written system 
conceptualization (Ferreiro. 1990). The findings are in accordance with the 
already mentioned Mexican studies as well as with numerous others in differ- 
ent countries and orthographies (e.g., Tolchinsky Landsmann and Levin. 1985, 
for Hebrew; Pontecorvo and Zucchermaglio, 1988, for Italian; Grundlach, 1982, 
for English). 

Linguistically or Senuuitically Influenced Differentiations in the 
Attempted Writing 

According to Ferreiro ( 1990). one of the main accomplishments of the second 
level is the progressive control over qualitative and quantitative modes of dif- 
ferentiation Ix'tween pieces of writing, accounting for differences in utterances. 

We described in the introduction two possible modes of differentiation 
and the ensuing controversy. Now we analyse the written production of thirty- 
eight children, seven younger, thirty-one older, in the two tasks involving 
phonetics and semantics respectively. Production was not analysed for quan- 
titative differentiation outside the phonetic or semantic domains (i.e., neither 
is interest in whether there is random augmentation or diminution of the 
number of signs used in writing different words nor in the changing of signs 
and or places of signs although there is abundant evidence for that). 

The interest here is the emergence of a child's sensitivity tow ards the dual 
aspect of language, the phonetic form and the meaning. In children's search 
for criteria of differentiation the research question is which aspect is more 
salient for children or which one is earlier discovered, and how these criteria 
are orchestrated. 

Thus the items of the phonetically loaded task are analysed along the 
lines a) of similarities in written production between phonetically similar words 
(i.e.. looking to see if identical beginnings of the embedded words are ren- 
dered using the same signs), b) differences in written production for phoneti- 
cally different words (i.e.. looking to see if longer words were written with 
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more signs) and c) sensitivity to the progressive lengthening of the words (i.e., 
from monosyllabic to polysyllabic words). Along the line a) were put the 
similarities-differentiations in the first written part of the pairs of the seman- 
tically loaded task, because they were also phonetically related, besides being 
conceptually manipulated. 

The analysis of a, b and c (syllabic-augmentation awareness) shows a 
development of linguistic sensitivity from the younger to the older group. In 
Table 38 is presented the percentage of N who show an emergent awareness 
of the word not only as an object substitute, but also as a distinct linguistic 
entity with quantitative and jualitative features. Research done with Israeli 
children by Tolchinsky (1988) presented similar findings. 

Table 3 9 presents the performance of N in the semantically loaded task. 
Older children are more proficient in the semantic representation of the words 
than younger ones are. 

In order to investigate the question about the primacy of phonetic or 
semantic influence (or vice versa) the performance in both tasks is analysed. 

In the comparison of performance in the phonetically loaded task (Table 
3.8) with the performance in the semantically loaded task (Table 3 9) by 
Wilcox on Matched-pairs Signed-ranks Test', a statistically significant difference 
is found in favour of the primacy of the semantic over the phonetic influence 
(Z - -4,32 2-tailed p < .00). The same Wilcoxon test with the older group only, 
revealed the same significance in favour of the primacy of semantic influence 
(Z = -4.19 2-tailed p < .00). 

The influence of conceptual characteristics of referents upon the written 
production of preschoolers leading to the primacy of semantic differentiation, 
is summarised in the following order of magnitude: Plurality of objects (versus 
one object), size of the object, and age of the object, with plurality being by 
far the most influential. 



Discussion 

In the invented writing of Greek preschoolers, none of whom had been taught 
to read/write formally, a developmental course is identified: from the rough 
wholes to finer and finer distinctions, to gradual discovery of the regularities 
of the Greek writing system. From non-pictoriality, lo horizontally, to minimum- 
maximum quantity, to qualitative differentiation of writing for representing the 
different utterances (levels 1 and 2, Ferreiro, 1990) to syllabic and alphabetic 
principles (level 3 not presented in this study), preschoolers progress in an 
orderly manner in their search to make sense of literacy. 

Of special interest was the level 2 c hildren's bi-moclal differentiation of 
writing in response to different utterances: semantic or phonetic. By carrying 
out Pontecorvos wish for new research, data are obtained which show that 
the preference of the semantically influenced differentiation in writing, far 
from being a deviation*, is rather a normal course of development in Greek 
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Table 3.8: Phonetic differentiation of phonetically-related words in the written production of younger and older kindergarteners 











Similarities of the beginning of phonetically related words' first embedded m the second 








Pairs of words 


Monosyllabic 


B'/ polysyllabic 


Tri/poly syllabic Tetta/polysyllabic 


Poly/polysyllabic 


Difference 


Difference 


Singular/ 


Plural/ 


Smaller/ 


Bigger/ 


Order of 




/Polysyllabic 


composite 


derivative 


composite 


composite 


m referent's 


in referent's 


plural 


Singular 


bigger 


smaller 


syllabic 




denvatve 










size/san.e 


size/m verse 


same size 




referents 


referents 


augmentation 














length 


phonetic 


referents 




Smaller is 


Smaller 


awareness 














phonetically 


length 






Dhonetically 


is phonetically 
























longer 


longer 




Age 


Younger (N = 7) 


28 


0 


0 


0 


0 


0 


0 


43 


14 


14 


0 


14 


Older (N= 38) 


16 


28 


2b 


38 


34 


28 


34 


28 


22 


2b 


28 


31 


V 


18 


23 


21 


31 


28 


23 


28 


31 


21 


23 


23 


28 








Differentiation o( phonetically different words longer words with more s.gns. sensitivity to 


lengthening of words 






Younger (N =• )) 


43 


43 


29 


29 


14 
















Older [U * 38) 


44 


61 


41 


41 


34 






Semanticaiiy loaded test items 






\ 


44 


bl 


38 


39 


31 
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Table 3.9: Semantically influenced differentiation in written production of younger and older kindergarteners 



Age 


Difference in 
referent's size/ 
same length 
phonetically 


Difference in 
referent's size/ 
inverse phonetic 
length 


Singular-Plural/ 
Same size referents 
Same length phonetically 


Plural-Singular 
Different size referents. 
Same length 
phonetically 


Smaller-Bigger 
referents/smaller 
is phonetically 
longer 


Bigger-Smaller 
referents/smaller 
is phonetically 
longer 


Younger (N = 7) 


0 


29 


0 


43 


29 


0 


Older (N = 381 


25 


50 


59 


84 


31 


44 
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preschoolers. This preference is documented in a number of studies, besides 
Ferreiro's stated elsewhere. Tolchinsky Landsmann ( 1988) argues that phonetic 
differences supported by semantic differences are represented earlier than are 
phonetic ones alone. The same author states that instances of congruence be- 
tween the semantic relationship and the writing procedures were graphically 
noted at earlier ages (Tolchinsky Landsmann, 1988). 

F.ven the letters in alphabet-book reading become (for the child) the signs 
for multiple referents in the real world apart from the sounds associated in 
their names (Yaden et r//., 1993). Dyson (1986) argues that young children 
begin using writing as a first-order symbol system referring directly to familiar 
people and actions about them. 

A number of reasons are proposed to account for the primacy of semantic 
over phonetic differentiation in early invented writing. Papandropoulou and 
Sinclair ( 1974) documenting young children's difficulty in distinguishing words 
from their referents, attributed the phenomenon to the child's initial lack of 
differentiation between language and things. Markman (1976) attributed chil- 
dren's difficulty in distinguishing words from referents to the intangible char- 
acter of words. 

The above tend to underline the limited metalinguistic capacity on the 
part of the children, to view the word as an object of thought and scrutiny 
outside its communicative value. Phonological features of the word are more 
inaccessible, because they are abstract, intangible, whereas semantic charac- 
teristics of the referent are easily accessible as concrete and tangible. For 
children, feeling the necessity to differentiate their writing in response to dif- 
ferentiated utterances, it is only logical to take the more concrete, more easily 
accessible route of taking the referents' characteristics as differentiation criteria 
in their invented writings. Is it not the same route of mankind in trying to nail 
clown the volatile words (Homer)? 

Perhaps the primacy of the semanticaily influenced writing in the onto- 
genesis of the child's writing system representation mirrors the phylogenetic steps 
of humankind in the invention of writing: from cave paintings, to hieroglyphs, 
to syllabic, to an alphabetic rendering of oral language. 

In order to document further the precedence of semantics over phonetics 
as a mode of differentiation and to establish time and modes of transition to 
the metalinguistic awareness of the phonetic entity of the utterance, further 
longitudinal studies are needed which avoid many of the limitations of this 
research, including the inequality of the younger and older group, and the 
rather small size of the sample. 

Messages for Teachers 

The acquisition of the alphabetic principle on the part of the child, which is 
a cornerstone of reading capacity, is not an easy or straightforward task. It is 
not something received ready-made from the environment. In this study, as in 
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many others, it is revealed that children are actively engaged in making sense 
of the world of print. In doing so, their conceptual steps are neither a direct 
mirroring of the adult conceptions nor of the conventions of the orthography. 
Even though children's emerging conceptions of literacy might seem peculiar 
to adults, they have their own logic and meaning. They represent the logic of 
the world of print as this world is conceived by the child at a given phase of 
his or her intellectual development. 

The progression from one developmental step to the next is facilitated by 
a provocative literacy environment at home as well as in kindergarten. In such 
an environment facilitative instances will be presented when a pupil's current 
conceptual scheme is unable to accommodate the new experience. An envi- 
ronment, rich in literacy objects and activities will permit children to pursue 
their search for a fuller understanding of the world of print in the same way 
as adults. In this rich and supportive environment the development of their 
concept of literacy is encouraged. The specific developmental steps are viewed 
from the teacher as iegitimate passages, not errors to be avoided. In cases 
where this transition from one step to the next is not exhibited spontaneously, 
the teacher amid create instances to facilitate children's progression. 



Conclusion 

In conclusion, one could argue that preschool children are helped to under- 
stand and master literacy, in all its complexity, if they are treated as active 
builders of their literacy concepts by the teachers, who, in their turn, provide 
a rich, non-threatening, explorable literacy environment conducive to chid re ns 
search for meaning. 



Note 

Th inks are extended to Dr 1). Skouras for help in statistical analysis and to the 
following graduate students and teachers for helping in this research. M 
Gelbassi, A. Fterniati, K. Thiveos, S. Zaharopoulou, P. Sacoveli, and G. Markakis. 
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Some Effects of Context on Reading 
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Summary 

This chapter reports an experiment in a series relating to the develop- 
ment of strategies used when reading by children aged 7 to 11 years. 
The children were asked to read a set of non-words in and out of 
pseudosentence frames. This enabled analysis of thei ability to integrate 
bottom-up decoding skills with top-down contextual facilitation. Re- 
sults indicate that although single-word reading accuracy is important, 
top-down strategies can modify performance. The extent to which 
context can be used is limited by word knowledge. However, in turn, 
the development of word knowledge is itself compromised when 
alphabetic skills are poor. 

Introduction 

This chapter begins with a discussion about the differences between real lite* 
visual contexts for written words and orthographic contexts provided by the 
surrounding written words in texts. This is followed by a discussion of some 
evidence which suggests that the facilitatory effect of written context is not 
something that can necessarily be taken for granted as children are developing 
their reading skills. 

Real Life Contexts 

Most of the written words which people encounter occur in a context — but 
that context is not necessarily a written sentence. We see many examples ot 
single written words in our environment: shop names, road signs, street names, 
product names etc. All these examples are of written language embedded 
within specific, meaningful situations. A good example to illustrate this would 
be a railway station. Signs abound in such an environmental context TICKETS, 
TOILKTS. TELEPHONES, TAXIS. We do not need a whole sentence to facilitate 
such reading. This way to the ticket office' may be very polite but it is prob- 
ably redundant. The real world physical context, our real life intentions and 
our accurate word-reading skills combine to enable us to see the signs as 
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meaningful. If we enter a large station we will actively seek for something that 
looks like a ticket office, but probably, more potently, for a sign TICKETS, Our 
ability to read single words accurately enables us to pick out the sign that we 
actively seek from all the others. 

Perera (1993) has raised the notion that this type of writing may be be- 
coming less ubiquitous. The world is now becoming flooded with icons to 
augment word reading or indeed replace it. The 'No Smoking' sign has 
virtually been superseded with the icon The fact that people have to learn 
the international symbol conventions in order to understand the sign is a 
separate issue. Clearly there is a general view that symbols are more likely to 
be universally understood. They do not have to be related to a specific lan- 
guage or level of literacy skill. However, sometimes it is clear that people feel 
unsure about the precise meaning of the signs. Many modern 'male* and 
female' icons for toilets are so stylized that it is only possible to be completely- 
sure which is which after double checking both. 

This recognition of the importance of real-life contexts for signs has greatly 
influenced practice in early-years' classrooms as evidenced by the use of 
'Environmental Print' (see Hall, 1987). It is common practice to help children 
lo build up a visual-reading vocabulary by labelling parts of the classroom — 
Crayons'. 'Brushes', 'Paper' etc. The written word is thus contextualized. This 
practice has a dual role. Those children who have had limited experiences 
with books or with print in general and who have not come to a realization 
that the printed word can carry a message, can be given explicit meaningful 
teaching using labels. The children are helped to recognize that a written word 
can stand for a physical object. They know what crayons are and they know- 
when they need to get them. When this happens they can use their knowledge 
of where the crayons are stored to map the written word onto the concrete 
object. It may be necessary to teach this explicitly. We cannot assume that 
children will learn this incidentally through their transactions in the classroom. 
Yes. many children will achieve this through incidental learning, but it may be 
best not to leave this to chance. 

Of course, in reality, the process is reversed for the skilled reader. If we 
know what and where the ticket office is. then we do not need to look for the 
written sign. However, if we do not know the location, then we can start from 
the written word. Being able to read the word 'Tickets' accurately without any 
other context means that we can seek out the word and then find the environ- 
mental stimulus we require. If we couldn't do this we would have to seek help 
from others by asking for the information. Failing that, we would have to roam 
around until we found a structure that looked like a ticket office with people 
dearly buying tickets. 

Pictorial Context 

Visual, figurative context is also used to help children to read in the early 
stages. Pictures whic h illustrate the text are said to provide a context which 
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supports the word reading. It is difficult to differentiate between contextual 
support for word reading and the motivational support that pictures give to 
enable the young render to stay on task. Protheroe (1993) has gone so far as 
to suggest the heresy' that pictures can actually distract the readers from the 
text. Her view receives some support from empirical study. Sol man, Singh and 
Kehoe (1992) found that children aged 5 years 6 months iearned to recognize 
single words more accurately when they were presented in isolation than 
when they were accompanied by an illustrative line drawing. They explained 
their results by referring to 'attentional* models of human processing which 
assume that, when there are competing stimuli, each one receives less processing 
because of limited capacity. The trade off for having the picture illustrate the 
written word is. therefore, that there is less focused attention on that word and 
so it is processed less efficiently. The net result is that it takes longer to learn 
the word. This may be particularly true for the -young novice reader who needs 
to devote a considerable amount of processing capacity to the working out of 
unknown words. Such a finding has to be treated w ith caution. We have to 
take Alice s musings seriously: 

What's the use of a book. . . . without pictures or conversations. 
(Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. Lewis Carroll) 

Teachers are well aware of the enjoyment that children get from a beau- 
tifully illustrated book and this cannot be lightly dismissed. However, we may 
have to recognize that pictorial context may not always be a blessing; there are 
times when we need to be very clear that we want the children to focus on 
the print. 

Written Contexts 

There tends to he an implicit assumption that we are automatically able to use 
context to facilitate learning in general and that this ability is particularly useful 
when reading. The effect of context on reading has often been presented as 
a non-controversial issue. Smith (19 7 D took the view that the skilled reader s 
method of processing text was top-down. Reading was seen as a process ot 
using the context to generate hypotheses about text that had yet to be encoun- 
tered. He felt that skilled readers needed to pay ven little attention to the 
words because they were able to predict their likelihood from the semantic 
and syntactic context. Since we know there are clear differences between the 
skilled and the novice reader, it follows from his view that, i' the characteristic 
of skilled reading is paying little attention to the visual aspet .s of the text, but 
using context to predict and confirm hypotheses, then these would be the 
skills that the novice reader would have to learn. 

Certainly, there is evidence that readers are faster to identity a word 
when it is presented in the context of other words than w hen it occurs w ith 
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unrelated information (Stanovich and West, 1979). Also, the amount of preced- 
ing context will affect the speed at which a word can be recognized (West and 
Stanovich, 1978). However, it is clear that the effect becomes less marked as 
children become more skilled in word reading. Older skilled readers have 
extensive visual-reading lexicons which enable them to recognize words quickly 
and accurately. They seem to be able to access the words automatically, at 
least at the macro-level, and so they do not need a context for recognizing the 
words. For skilled readers, the individual words do not present a problem, 
although, of course, the concepts being presented in the discourse may be 
intellectually challenging. Mitchell (1982) has suggested that context effects 
in normal adult reading are restricted to circumstances in which the normal 
recognition processes are held up in some way. 

Stanovich (1980) has proposed an interactive -compensation' model of 
reading which is almost the reverse of the Smith psycholinguistic model. He 
claims that guessing, through use of context, is a characteristic of novice read- 
ers and one which disappears as the readers become skilled. He suggests that 
poor readers (and presumably novice readers) might have to rely on context 
to give clues to unknown words in order to compensate for poor or less well 
developed word-attack skills. These word-attack skills are the decoding skills 
which enable the child to work out a candidate phonology from the letters. He 
suggests that good readers, on the other hand, might not need to use context 
because (a) they have more extensive visual-reading lexicons and (b) they 
have the decoding skills necessary to work out any unknown words. This 
model implies, therefore, that use of context is a characteristic of poor reading 
and not a higher-order reading skill. This does not mean that good readers are 
not able to use context, simply that they do not need to use it. They have 
progressed in their reading development beyond the novice level of having to 
rely on context to support their limited skills. They may use the context to 
work out the meaning of an unknown word if. for example, it is not in their 
semantic system. However, in such circumstances they do not use the linguis- 
tic context onlv. since thev are also able to use decoding skills to work out a 
candidate word. 

This model of reading can be considered in the light of the limited capa- 
city information-processing model of human performance mentioned above. 
The child who has good decoding skills can begin to build up a visual-reading 
vocabulary which becomes sufficiently extensive to support independent 
leading. This, in turn, means that the child will have greater exposure to print 
which leads to opportunities to build up the visual-reading lexicon even fur- 
ther. This extensive visual vocabulary means that the words can be accessed 
without taxing the system too much, so there is greater capacity available for 
working out unknown items and for concentrating on the meaning of the text. 
A child who has to use context to guess at a word has less capacity available 
for processing the print and so has greater difficulty in building up a visual 
vocabulary. This becomes cyclical. Stanovich (1986) has named this the 
"Matthew Effect 1 . 
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The model does make the assumption that all children can use linguistic 
written context to read problematic words. This means that they are presumed 
to use the linguistic framework of the text that they have read so far in order 
to guess at the unknown word. We have to consider whether this is a reading 
strategy at all, particularly if the 'guessed* word bears no relation to the visual 
identity of the target written word. If a child is able to recognize only a very 
few words and only has limited decoding skills, then the context is not going 
to be of great help. We have to remember that the context itself has to be read 
successfully in order to facilitate the acceptance of a candidate phonological 
identification of an unknown word. Pring and Snowling (1986) have suggested 
that it is possible that children use context to enhance their gradually improv- 
ing decoding skills as a means of teaching themselves to read. 

Where written context is judged to be supporting the identification of an 
unknown word, the status of the word relative to the child's vocabulary- is 
important. If a word is known in the spoken vocabulary but unknown in the 
visual-reading vocabulary', then the context is likely to make the target word 
more accessible. Decoding skills will enable the candidate phonology to be 
worked out and the semantic/syntactic skills will mean that this candidate 
phonology can Ik* refined and modified if necessary. If the word is unknown 
in the visual-reacting vocabulary and in the spoken vocabulary' then the con- 
text has to provide a semantic /syntactic frame to enable the meaning of the 
word to be worked out. However, decoding skills are again clearly necessary 
for working out a candidate phonology, in order that it may be integrated with 
the meaning. This, of course, may not always be the correct phonology. Words 
which are encountered and learned first through written texts may be assigned 
a regular pronunciation when they are in fact irregular. Nevertheless, having 
the ability to work out a possible phonology is an important step to entering 
the word into the lexicon. A child who encounters new words in texts, but 
who has limited decoding skills, is likely to have to guess at the unknown 
word on the basis of the semantic and syntactic environment. However, it is 
a moot point as to whether such guessing can really be considered to be read- 
ing if the guess bears no relation to the visual identity of the target word (see 
Khri and Wilce, 1980 and Donaldson and Reid, 1982). 



Context Effects on Son-word Reading 

A recent study investigated the extent to which children would produce differ- 
ent pronunciations of printed non-words depending on surrounding linguistic 
contexts (Stainthorp, 1994). The use of non-words has sometimes been ques- 
tioned on the grounds that they have no meaning. However, when investi- 
gating children's ability to decode unknown items, non-words enable researchers 
to control for exposure to print across a range of individual differences. Children 
who are good readers and well on the way to becoming experts will have had 
considerably greater experience with printed words than children who are still 
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struggling. This means that comparisons between children may he invalid. 
Non-words are more likely to he equally unknown to children of all abilities. 
It is also possible to present children with unknown items which are never- 
theless short and therefore orthographically less complex. Very low -frequency 
words tend to be also multisyllabic. The non-word is a visual stimulus which, 
by definition, does not have a stored visual, semantic or syntactic identity. Of 
course, we have to be careful when designing studies using non -words because 
poets and advertising agents will tend to create them and give them meaning. 
My dictionaries give full entries with pronunciation, syntactic status and mean- 
ing for frabjous and nutcible whilst acknowledging that they are both non- 
sense words. 

Pronunciation of non-words like TKG or FOT is fairly un contentious. The 
application of letter-sound correspondence rules leads to TKG rhyming with 
LEG and FOT rhyming with NOT. However, because of the inconsistency of 
spelling-sound rules in English, it is possible to generate non-words which can 
reasonably be given more than one pronunciation. MIVE could be pronounced 
to rhyme with FIVE or to rhyme with GIVE. FIVE is a regular English word that 
follows the rule Vowel + Consonant + E\ where the final marker (magic) E 
means that the vowel is given a long* pronunciation. GIVE is an exception to 
this rule. 

In this particular study a group of sixteen, 9-year-old children were asked 
to read a set of twelve non-words presented singly to assess their decoding 
skills. These non-words were all ambiguous' in that they were like MIVE; they 
could reasonably be read aloud with at least two pronunciations. Then, ten 
weeks later, they were asked to read the non-words again, but this time the 
words had been placed in 'orthographic contexts. Pairs of sentences had been 
developed which contained target real words that differed from the non -words 
by only the onset consonant: 

Type R — I saw something fly by. It was a moth. 
Type E — I have lost both my gloves. 

Sentences of Type R contained a regular target word and sentences of Type 
E contained an exception target word. The target words were then replaced by 
the non-words. 

Type R — I saw something fly by. It w as a Jhth. 
Type E — I have lost soth my gloves. 

This procedure generated twelve regular-context pseudosentences and twelve 
except ion -context pseudosentences. 

The purposes of the study were (a) to investigate non-word reading ability 
and the effect that context had on accuracy perse and (b) to investigate the 
extent to which the children were able to modify their pronunciation of 
the non-word* relative to the contexts. The children had all been given a 
standardized word- reading test prior to the study. This was the British Ability 
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Table 4.1: Mean percentage of acceptable pronunciations of the target non-words made 
by the children when they were age 9 years 





Non-words in 
isolation 


Non-words in the 
regular contexts 


Non-words in the 
exception contexts 


Good readers (N 8) 


74 


88 


87 


Poor readers (N 8) 


57 


54 


75 


Table 4.2: Mean percentage of acceptable pronunciations of the target non-words made 
by the children when they were age 10 years 


□ 


Non-words in 
isolation 


Non-words in the 
regular contexts 


Non-words in the 
exception contexts 


Good readers (N 8) 


80 


99 


97 


Poor readers (N 8) 


70 


90 


84 



Scales word-reading test. On the basis of their scores they were divided into 
two groups of eight. One group — the good readers — all had reading ages 
at or above their chronological ages; the other group — the poor readers — 
all had reading ages below their chronological ages. 

Table 4.1 shows the mean percentage of acceptable pronunciations made 
both in isolation and in contexts. The good readers were better at non-word 
reading and so it can be deduced that they had better decoding skills. How- 
ever, they were also able to use the context to enhance their decoding skills. 
The poor readers were unable to read as many of the non-words in isolation 
and were less able to use the contexts to improve their performance. They 
were only able to improve their accuracy in the except ion contexts. 

The children were re-tested one year later when they were 10 years old. 
Table 4.2 shows the mean percentage accuracy when reading the non-words. 
It can be seen that the poor readers had begun to show a pattern similar to 
the good readers with a level of accuracy much like they had shown the 
previous year. When capacity to modify performance relative to the contexts 
was examined, the good readers showed clear context effects when they were 
9 years old. The number of regular pronunciations was increased in the regular- 
context condition and decreased in the exception-context condition relative to 
the number of regular pronunciations when the non-words were read in 
isolation. When they were re-tested at 10 years the effects were just as marked. 
However, the poor readers showed no context sensitivity when they were first 
tested. The number of non- words read with a regular pronunciation did not 
change with' either context. When they were re-tested the following year they 
did show a context effect, but by then their non- word reading in isolation had 
improved. Their performance at 10 years appeared to mirror the performance 
of the good readers when they were 9 years. This is illustrated in Figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4. 1: Mean percentage of non-words read with a regular pronunciation singly and m the 
two contexts 
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Figure 4.2: Mean percentage of non-words read with an exception pronunciation singly and in 
the two contexts 
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Figure 4.2 shows the percentage of non-words read with an exception 
pronunciation in each condition. The two groups of readers showed the same 
overall pattern of performance. They read very few non-words with exception 
pronunciations when presented with the items singly, hut hoth groups were 
able to use the context to modify pronunciations when the non-words were 
presented in the exception contexts. 
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These results confirm the view that, when items are unknow n, decoding 
skills enable the readers to work out candidate pronunciations and contexts 
enable these to be refined and modified. The context effects in this particular 
study were less marked when decoding skills were still being refined. A recent 
study by Rego and Bryant ( 1993) would support this finding. They found that 
ability to make use of the linguistic context when reading could be predicted 
by children's level of syntactic/semantic skill. This would enable the children 
to make a suitable guess at a word. Ability to use a decoding strategy to work 
out words could be predicted from the children's level of phonological aware- 
ness. Children who have good semantic/syntactic skills and who are 
phonologically aware are obviously at an advantage since they can draw on 
both aspects to help them read. 

Messages for Teachers 

If the facilitator)' effects of context are. in part, dependent upon children hav- 
ing developed some decoding skills, then we need to ensure that children are 
taught decoding skills to enable them to work out unknown words accurately 
and with independence. We should not leave the learning of letter-sound 
correspondences to chance. Children may need to be given the chance to 
practise working out the pronunciation of unknown words so that they can 
develop an awareness of tiie strategies that might be useful to them. We also 
need to ensure that children are given texts which are matched to their reading 
skills. If texts are closely matched to the children's reading development, and 
the child has been taught how to decode unknown words, then, applying this 
knowledge when working out the small minority of unknown words in such 
a text will mean that the child will be more likely to develop the confidence 
to read sufficiently widely and thus become a fluent reader. 

The 'Matthew' effect alerts us to the possibility that children who have a 
wide range of word-attack skills are likely to read more widely. The more they 
read, the more their skills develop to the point of automaticity. When this 
happens, the only limiting factor is interest and the cognitive complexity of the 
ideas being presented. If. however, the children do not have any strategies for 
working out an unknown word, they will be limited to very simple texts 
which, in the end. means that they are likely to read less. The less they read, 
the less likely they are to develop their skills or their visual-reading vocabulary-. 
They may often have to rely on guessing. Guessing becomes more and more 
difficult as texts get more complex. In the final analysis it is better to know 
than to guess. Word-reading accuracy is important. When the words are iden- 
tified it is easier to work out the meaning. 



Conclusion 

Suggesting that word-reading accuracy is important does not mean that under- 
standing the text should be relegated to a minor role. We need to ensure that 
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both aspects of reading are developed. If a child can read the words accu- 
rately, then there is at least a chance that understanding will be possible. If a 
child cannot read the words accurately then understanding is likely to be more 
limited. Ability to use a decoding strategy to attempt to read new, unknown 
words would seem to stand at the gateway to developing fluent skilled reading 
when learning to read an alphabetic script. 
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Phonemic Awareness and Balanced 
Reading Instruction 



A. Adamik-Jdszo 



Summary 

This chapter gives a detailed description of the phonic-analytic- 
synthetic method of teaching reading which is widely used in Hungary, 
The criteria for describing a balanced beginning reading /writing pro- 
gram are described making reference to (ii the characteristics of the 
given language and orthographical system; (ii) recent research on lan- 
guage awareness; and (iii) the history of reading instruction. A particu- 
lar heuristic reading program is discussed and presented as an 
interesting solution to the problem of how to balance instruction. 



This chapter begins with terminological problems, and tries to describe the 
criteria of a balanced beginning reading /writing programme. As a theoretical 
basis, it uses (a) the characteristics of the given language and orthographical 
sysiem. (b) the effects of aspects of psycholinguistics on child language devel- 
opment and the emergent literacy of the child, especially research on phone- 
mic awareness, (c) the experience gained from the history of reading writing 
instruction and. (d> philosophy; i.e., the influence of philosophical schools on 
education. After some necessary background information, the chapter describes 
the phonic-analytic-synthetic method widely used in Hungary then introduces 
the reading programmes launched after 1978. It concentrates on an heuristic 
programme elaborated by Tolnai (199U. and the intensive/combined pro- 
gramme elaborated by Lovasz and Adamik ( 1991 ). 

Introduction 

Term inological Problems 

In Hungary, the methodology of teaching reading distinguishes between 
three approaches namely: analytic, synthetic and analytic-synthetic methods. 
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This distinction is different from the one often used in English speaking 
countries, and it is rooted in German-Austrian traditions. For example, in the 
Dictionary of Reading only the analytic and the synthetic methods are listed, 
the analytic-synthetic is not (Harris and Hodges, 1981). Furthermore the term 
global method is used for analytic or whole-word method. On a different 
basis, we distinguish alphabet or ahc method (i.e., spelling method) and pho- 
netic method (i.e., phonics). The former is often called the lettering method, 
the latter the sounding method. Naturally, these two main groups could be 
interwoven: the Dictionary of Reading speaks about synthetic and analytic 
phonics but similarly we can also speak about the synthetic and analytic alpha- 
bet method. 

The analytic-synthetic method is a combined method hut again the word 
combined* is used differently by us from how it is defined in the Dictionary 
of Reading. Our concept of a combined method is close to the definition 
under eclectic approach' which says: a systematic way of teaching reading 
that combines features of analytic, or global, and the synthetic approaches or 
methods.* In this definition, the emphasis is put on the word systematic* be- 
cause the analytic-synthetic method is a balanced solution not a mixed or 
eclectic one in the pejorative meaning of the word (see the second meaning 
in the dictionary). Balanced* and mixed combined* methods are distinguished 
on the basis of the quality of the solution. 

The criteria for a balanced anal\1ic-synthetic method are the following. It 
is a combination in which the whole and its parts are of equal importance; i.e., 
both the words and the sound-letter correspondences. It develops the auditive 
and the visual skills to the same extent, but the auditive area must always have 
an advantage over the visual one. It develops equally the four language skills: 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing including orthography (this term is 
used instead of spelling'). Teaching writing occurs simultaneous with teaching 
reading, namely the two areas support each other. It relies on both conscious- 
ness and the intuition of pupils; i.e., it develops language awareness on the 
one hand, and on the other hand it uses good literature, games and drama. It 
also uses and develops both logical thinking and emotions. A preparatory 
period is always part of this approach. The programme must be balanced from 
the very beginning of the instruction, and must continue through several grades 
of the elementary school. The strength of such a programme is in its structure. 
In this it is similar to the Kodaly method in our music education or the con- 
ductive education of the Peto Institute. 

'theoretical Haste 
'the linguistic basis 

Hungarians speak Hungarian or Magyar language which belongs to the Finno- 
Tgric or Italic languages such as the Finnish, the Fstonian, and several other 
minority languages spoken in Russia. Hungarian is very different from Inclo- 
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European languages not only generically but typologically also: it has a very 
rich morphology with an abudance of suffixes. Taking into consideration the 
variations of case, possessive, and other suffixes, a noun can have 882 forms. 
The conjugation system is complicated also. This agglutinative characteristic of 
Hungarian makes it structurally just the opposite of English. While English puts 
short words together Hungarian combines morphemes into long word forms. 
Besides the rich morphology, Hungarian has another phenomenon called stem- 
or root-alternation, as a result of which the long word forms change; they do 
not have constant forms. The pronunciation of standard Hungarian is clear; it 
means that the vowels are pronounced clearly in all positions, even in un- 
stressed syllables. According to historical traditions, Hungarian uses the Latin 
alphabet. The orthography — which underwent a fundamental reform in 1832 
— is easy: there is a one-to-one correspondence between sounds and letters, 
the orthographical system has only one exception: one consonant has two 
letters. 

All these linguistical phenomena — the long and changing word forms, 
the clear pronunciation, and the simple orthography — prevent a global method 
working really well in Hungarian reading instruction. The argument of Finnish 
educators is similar. Experiments to introduce a global method failed in 1862, 
1870, 1947, and 1978. The phonics approach using sound-syllabication works 
well (during syllabication the sounds are pronounced not the names of the 
letters) as the main decoding strategy of the word. It is emphasized that, in this 
case, the keeping of our tradition is not a question of backwardness, but a 
question of a special language and orthography. 

Ihe ps) cboi n i# i / ist ic oasis 

The interactive model of a developmental reading process could be adapted 
best because it is probably the only one which copes with the existing phe- 
nomenon of a whole-part relationship. The scheme theory has been accepted 
as the psychological equivalent of the linguistic field theory. The Hungarian 
reading programmes were always based on the oral language development 
of the child, and now we adapt the results gained from the research on the 
emergent literacy of the child. The theoretical literature on language aware- 
ness has already been adapted, especially the theory of Downing ( P84), and 
the results of the Scandinavian researchers. These studies are of extreme im- 
portance for Hungary because they support our experience i.e., phonemic 
awareness is a prerequisite of reading instruction. Furthermore, Beginning to 
Read written by Adams (1990) is also crucial because it incorporates and 
evaluates the investigations in the field of speech perception. 

Ihe influence of history and philosophy 

The history of reading instruction is ot equal importance: we can always learn 
from the successes and the failures of the past. It is a treasure of accumulated ex- 
perience, and we must remember: one of the sources of developments in meth- 
odology is the experience of early and current research workers and teachers. 
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The influence of the philosophical schools is undeniable but — to the 
best of my knowledge — it has not been examined in Hungary in relation to 
present practices in reading instruction. Naturally, historians take it into con- 
sideration, for example in the book of Mathews (1966) Teaching to Read: 
Historically Considered there is a fine analysis about the connection of the 
philosophy of the enlightenment and the appearance of the global method. 
This was the philosophy which lx>re the organismic theory and the syntactical 
principle in grammar i.e,, the emphasis of the whole. 

We communication tbeoty 

The most important theoretical basis not only for reading instruction but for 
the language education in its entirety is communication theory. Hungarian 
education adapted the communication model of Roman Jacobson. It is inter- 
esting that the Hungarian educators emphasize the importance of the inter- 
active theory but in this respect they do not cite the scientific literature but a 
famous Hungarian poet, fiction writer and translator. Desiderius Kosztolanyi 
(1928). 

The books sleeping on the shelves of the libraries are not ready yet, 
they are sketchy, they do not make any sense in themselves. In order 
to make sense of them, you, the reader, is needed. Despite being 
completed masterpieces, there are only references in them, allusions, 
scribbles, which will awake into life in another soul. The book is 
always created by two persons: by the writer who wrote it, and by the 
reader who reads it. (Kosztolanyi, 192S) 

So reading is an interaction or transaction between the writer and the 
reader, a continously working process. Therefore it is difficult to describe it 
and to teach it. 

Reading Methods 

In Hungary, compulsory school attendance starts at age six. There is no read- 
ing instruction at the preschool stage. The basic reading skills are to be ac- 
quired during the first year, and reading skills are practised in Grades 2, 3, and 
There is no reading instruction in the upper grades at all. So when we speak 
about reading instruction we refer to the reading instruction of the elementary 
school, and identify it with the beginning of reading instruction. 

A first-grade reading programme begins with an abc-book for the first 
semester in which sounds and corresponding letters are taught. It is followed 
in the second semester by a reader which has short stories. Pupils also practise 
the skills acquired during the first semester. Therefore the traditional name of 
the grade programme is ABC and Reader'. In the past the abc and the reader 
were hound into one volume; now they are separated into two. The 2nd, 3rd, 
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and 4th grade readers are literature-based. These books are not kept in the 
school, the families buy them. Supplements, such as wallcharts. flash cards, 
moveable letters, worksheets, etc. are also used but workbooks and worksheets 
were introduced only in the early 1970s. The reason for this relative simplicity 
is tradition on the one hand, and our language structure and orthographical 
system on the other. 

Phonic-Analytic-Synthetic (PAS) Method. 

The classic PAS-method was introduced by Pal Gonczy in 1869, and was 
refined several times by other educators during the following century. The whole 
teaching process was based on spoken language. Therefore a very special sub- 
ject was placed in the curriculum called 'Speech and Thought Exercises' (Denk- 
ttnd Sprechilbungen in German). This subject was taught in the first two grades 
three hours weekly. It was discontinued only in 1963. unfortunately. 

The teaching of reading itself consisted of two stages: preparation and 
teaching. Teaching reading started with preparatory exercises i.e.. a founda- 
tion for both reading and writing. The preparatory exercises lasted six weeks, 
and it was an oral-aural process. At the end of the preparatory period the 
pupils were able to analyse speech and blend sound. Having gained phone- 
mic awareness', the teaching of reading could be based on sound-letter cor- 
respondences. The authors of this method definitely thought that phonemic 
awareness was the prerequisite of reading instruction. In addition, the pupils 
had special preparation for writing. They practised spatial relationships, dealt 
with directions and whole-part relationships, and drew simple forms and letter 
elements. The real teaching of reading started after this preparation. Every 
teaching session was divided into two parts: sound teaching and letter teach- 
ing, first the sound was taught then the corresponding letter. 

The teaching process itself was analytic-synthetic. The teacher followed 
prescribed steps. 

1. The teacher started with a story i.e., with the whole language. Since 
1910. there have been pictures for stories in the abc-books. 

2. After discussing the story, the teacher called the pupils* attention to a 
word containing the new sound which would be taught. Pupils pro- 
nounced the word, analysed it into its syllables and sounds, took the 
sound in question out of the word, articulated it loudly and correctly, 
and established its place in the order of the sounds of the word and ' 
or syllable. Then the sound was blended with other ones into words. 

3. After this oral-aural analysis, the corresponding letter was taught. Letter 
recognition was practised in different ways. Then the letter was pro- 
nounced and blended with the already known letters, so oral reading 
was practised. Always the sound of the letter was taught and, the pro- 
grammes taught pupils to pronounce the names of the letters at the 
end of the first year. (In Hungary, we never spell out the words in 
the way English speaking people do. Our decoding tool is always the 
sound-syllabication.) 
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Finally the written form was taken. We teach immediately the cuisive 
forms, the pupils do not print the letters. The teacher explained the 
forms of the letters carefully, using the already practised letter ele- 
ments. The new letter was combined with the previously learned 
letters i.e.. the pupils wrote words, then read the written words aloud. 
The meaning was always explained. 

The PAS-method was balanced because the pupils obtained the impres- 
sion of the meaningful whole word and its relatively meaningless parts simul- 
taneously: the 'meaning emphasis' and the 'code emphasis' were never 
juxtaposed in our traditional practice. 

The structure of the abc-book was very carefully organized. The analysed 
word had always only one unknown sound/letter. Its name was a model or 
sample word (probably key- word in the English terminology). During the first 
semester the lower-case letters were taught, capitals were taught during the 
second semester. The structure of a page in the abc-book was as follows. At 
the top the picture for (he story was located. Next to, or under it, was the 
model word illustrated by its object. Then the printed form of the letter was 
demonstrated. Thereafter words, sentences and short stories are used as soon 
as it was possible. At the bottom of the page, the written form of the letter was 
presented, then the written words. At the very beginning, one could read only 
words; tiie content was not really interesting, although the authors attempted 
to publish texts of literary value. Words were broken into syllables. In the 
reader i.e., in the second semester, whole words were not broken into syllables, 
but sound-syllabication was used in classroom practice as a decoding tool 
(rememl>er the long word forms because of our rich morphology). The teachers' 
manual contained only general directions and model descriptions of a few 
lessons. There were neither directions nor exercises in the abc and reader. 

Ph< Hioniiniies, a kind ot kinesthetic reading method invented by Roza 
Czukrasz worked excellently in practice until 1950. To the best of my knowl- 
edge, phonomimies was used only in Hungary in mass education so it could 
be considered as a very Hungarian reading method which made the PAS- 
method easier. Phonomimies was used especially during the preparation, 
definitely not after the first grade. It used signs made by hand in order to aid 
the quick recognition of sounds, sound-letter correspondences, and the blending 
of the sounds. 

Phonomimies was born in the spirit of child study, an educational move- 
ment at the beginning of the twentieth century. When Dewey and Parker 
developed the whole-word method in the PSA, we in Hungary developed a 
kinesthetic method the essence of which was a simultaneous movement, involv- 
ing activity and playfulness. Thus we chose another child-centred solution. 
Between 1925 and 1950 most of our alx-books were written using phonomimies; 
we had about forty different series, mostly coloured ones. 

In 1950 the school system was nationalized and rigidly centralized. This 
was so for the publishing houses also. The Textbook Publisher controlled by 
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the Communist Party served (or rather ruled) education. Only one abc and 
reader was approved for use: a new variation of PAS-method was elaborated 
without phonomimics. The phonomimics and other experimental methods 
were forbidden because they 'served bourgeois society' and in communist 
society learning is work not play; the children of the working classes do not 
have time to play in school'. In truth, the new PAS-method was not bad, but 
without the spirit of the denied half-century. Not the method itself, rather the 
reader suffered: texts were filled with political slogans, with biographies of 
communist leaders, communist and Soviet holidays. 

It is a special phenomenon that alternative educational programmes ap- 
peared earlier than the alternative political parties so the thaw appeared in 
education earlier than in politics (in our usage the word 'alternative' means 
different i.e., different from the centralized trend). The Ministry of Education 
launched a new curriculum in 1978, and introduced a system of alternative 
reading programmes published in 1978, 1980, 1985, and 1987, 

The new programmes were influenced by an experiment which started in 
the Budapest Pedagogical Institute in 1969 under the influence of a global- 
method programme written in the early 1970s for children with learning 
difficulties. This is the reason that in spite of their differences, these new- 
programmes have common features as follows. The original PAS-method was 
changed: the preparatory exercises, the 'sound teaching-then-letter teaching' 
order, the sound-syllabication were cancelled. The starting point is the letter 
not the sound. Instead of the traditional oral reading, silent reading is empha- 
sized from the very beginning of the instruction. Worksheet exercises were 
introduced. The whole process is visual rather than oral-aural. Furthermore, 
these programmes are fast, sometimes teaching not single letters but letter 
groups at the same time. Three of them use whole words or sight words but 
in a very different way from the general practice abroad i.e., without planned 
repetitions. For example, the first published one has a so-called global pre- 
paratory period, teaching thirty-eight sight words. The name of this programme 
is phonic-analytic-synthetic programme with global preparatory exercises'. The 
second programme entitled 'the global programme' teaches about eighty sight 
words at the beginning, and does not teach blending at all. The third one 
which is part of the language-literature-communication programme has two* 
books: one for sight-word teaching and a second for synthetic teaching of the 
letters and sounds. The teacher uses the two books sfmultaneously, so the 
programme works in a similar fashion to the first one. The fourth programme, 
the intensive-combined programme is rather synthetic, it teaches blending care- 
fully. On the other hand, it also uses sight-word techniques in a beginning 
transitional period, but does not use sound-syllabication. 

The authors of these four alternative programmes incorporated some 
features of French and American programmes and combined them with our 
traditions: the results are strange mixtures — of theories and pedagogies called 
here mixed methods to distinguishing them from the balanced combination — 
observation and experience suggest that they do not work really well in practice. 
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It is very difficult to establish the quality of these programmes because the 
majority of schoolteachers use variations of their own, very often drawing the 
syllable lx)undaries into the pupils' books. Last year a new abc-book was 
published by a prestigious private company which reintroduced syllabication. 
It is interesting that the everyday practice turned against these forced pio- 
grammes and developed new balanced ones which will be introduced further. 

Messages for Teachers 

The recent Hungarian reading programmes are described below. 

Ihe Heuristic Programme 

The heuristic programme is a modern solution of the PAS-method. It has three 
important units: 

1. three series of wallcharts: the first one for vowels (lower-case letters) 
which live in books', the second one for consonants (lower-case 
letters) which live in bouses", the third one for capital letters which 
are located in a train as initials of childrens' names; 

2. the ABC book; 

3. the Reader which is literature-based and beautifully illustrated. 

The wallchart is for the analysis and synthesis of the words. Many thou- 
sands of opportunities are hidden in it waiting to be discovered by the chil- 
dren hence the name 'heuristic . The ABC book is for practice blending. The 
Reader is introduced around the end of November so the wall charts and the 
ABC book serve as preparatory tools but they could be used later, as well, for 
trainings. 

The wallchart works as follows. First the vow-els, then the consonants are 
taught at the very beginning of the school year. The sound is always practised 
with its key word: alma — a, esernyo — e; etc. Movements that recollect 
phonomimics are used, for example for the distinction of the short and long 
sounds the children swing their hands, pronouncing the consonants they snap 
with their two fingers: citrom — c, etc. Little songs and ditties are used also 

The meaning of the programme signs is the following: 

#/29 means that the pupils have to collect words in which the sound 
in question is on the second place. 39 — on the third place, etc. 

▲ 2 means that the pupils have to collect words in which there are 
two sounds in question, 3 — there are three sounds, etc. 

■ 29 means that the pupils have to colled words which are structurally 
similar to the key word. For example, the key word is alma, its 
second sound is 1, so the pupils collect words in which there is 
an 1 on the second place: elme, olom. alom, etc. 



ERIC 




Phonemic Awareness and Balanced Reading Instruction 



The wallchart provides limitless opportunities to practise the structure of 
the words i.e., the order of the sounds. The whole process is oral-aural. As 
well as the vocabulary' being enlarged enormously, creativity develops. Fur- 
thermore, the pupils are engaged in an up-to-date activity; they follow pro- 
grammes, and later they can write programmes to the words. In that way the 
work of word analysis becomes interesting. 

The ABC book works as follows. It practises blending. First the consonant 
b is blended with every vowel using different forms. At the end of every* 
section a big wheel is located for repetition and control, and a song is also 
created. Step by step more and more words are introduced in both printed and 
written forms. The first occurrence is broken into syllables, further the word 
is presented as a whole but underneath the word the syllable structure is 
marked. 

The use of pictures in blending is considered very important, because 
they require the pupils to undertake oral-aural work: they must remember a 
certain word, to isolate its first sound, and then blend these first sounds to 
each other. It is a good training for developing memory and speed which are 
extremely important in emergent reading. The careful, interesting and beauti- 
ful illustrations break the monotony of blending and syllabication. In the mean- 
time the whole i.e.. the meaningful story, sentences, words are presented, 
pictures for stories are used at the beginning of every section. 

Many believe that the work with the wallchart and the ABC book is an 
excellent preparation for reading and writing, a very good training for devel- 
oping phonemic awareness. However empirical evidence on the matter is not 
available in Hungary. The pupils taught by this programme appear to write 
well and their spelling is very good. The heuristic programme has an adapta- 
tion for teaching Fnglish. 

The I ntens ire Combined Programme 

The basic idea of an intensive combined programme is the integration of a 
literature base and balanced instruction. The programme has the first and 
second-grade parts; the authors are currently working on its third and fourth- 
grade materials. 

What does integration mean in our interpretation? The main characteris- 
tics of these textbooks are that the activities of language arts are organized into 
readings. On the left pages the texts are located, on the right sides the exer- 
cises are attached to the stories. These exercises include four areas: compre- 
hension, practice of reading techniques and correct pronunciation, grammar 
and orthography, and penmanship. The preparation of composition is included 
in the exercises, as well. In that way the language skills are practised and 
developed functionally, in situations connected w ith the whole language. Fur- 
thermore, the four areas are closely connected to each other as well. We 
believe that this is a natural and practical way of integrating the development 
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of different skills. Hungarian grammar and orthography are always difficult for 
the pupils, therefore we make an effort to keep the important problems under 
review in schools i.e., we repeatedly address them. 

The programme has another important characteristic. The grammatical 
exercises are adjusted to the requirements of the state curriculum, but they 
also teach the material of the next grade although not as a requirement. In that 
way everything is taught twice and this repetition guarantees weak pupils 
keep up with the others and gives an impetus to the gifted ones. We call this 
solution 'permanent repetition and hidden differentiation . In addition the book 
gives creative exercises for the gifted pupils but these interesting exercises are 
not closed from the others. 

In order to use the whole language approach, the programme uses mostly 
readings of literary value. Furthermore, the texts are organized according to a 
certain system. The first Reader, entitled Letter Fair, contains short tales and 
poems, often humorous ones, The World of Children, which is used in the 
second semester of the first grade, contains mostly folk and modern tales 
organized into sections titled: I can already read'. We became six year olds', 
The family*, School', Things', Nature*, 'Spring holidays'. The aim of this group- 
ing is to let the pupils become acquainted with reading relating to their nearer 
and wider environments. The themes of the second-grade book are: The 
school*. The family'. The town' and the village', Crafts and jobs'. The capital: 
Budapest*, The main regions of Hungary*, The neighbouring countries*, and 
finally The main regions of the world*. The book does not aim to teach 
geography or history, it gives only a survey using interesting stories. For ex- 
ample, introducing the neighbouring countries, it gives Czech, Slovakian. 
Rumanian, Ukrainan, etc. folktales. It also speaks about Hungarian minorities 
living in these neighbouring countries. The book does not stop at the 
neighbourhood but opens a window on Europe and the whole world. It presents 
Eskimo, Chinese, African, American Indian, Australian, etc. folktales. This system 
and content make possible the foundation of patriotic feelings and other im- 
portant social values such as respect of the family, friendship, etc. On the other 
hand, it develops an understanding of other cultures and nations, feeling of 
tolerance — an attitude which is vers* important especially nowadays. Thus we 
tried to create a balance between national and international literature. There- 
fore the title of the second-grade book is Window opener. 

The genres are varied because we wanted to create a balance between 
prose and poetry, fiction and non-fiction. Our goal was to develop every type 
of reading as literal, interpretive, critical, and creative activities. The pupils are 
encou raged to read not only the textbook but trade books, too. This goal is 
seived by the 'Library Pages* which consist of recommendations for the read- 
ing of different interesting books and teach pupils the use of the library. At the 
end of the chapters, descriptions of children's games are provided, and at the 
end of the volumes there are special chapters entitled 'Holidays' with descrip- 
tions of traditional and national holidays, where old and popular customs are 
presented. These games can be presented providing a good opportunity to 
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Figure 5. 1: Reading methods in Hungary 
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create child drama. The Hungarian folklore is very rich in this respect also. The 
list of difficult long words and a little dictionary with word explanations are 
attached at the very end of the hook. 



Conclusion 

The present article has concentrated mostly on the beginning of reading instruc- 
tion in Hungary and had a double goal; 

1. it summarized a possible theoretical basis for the methodology of 
teaching reading and writing; and 

2. tried to introduced the Hungarian reading and writing instruction which 
is very different from the one used in the English speaking countries. 

Among the components of the theoretical basis, it has given an extreme 
importance to the experience gained from the study of the history of reading 
and writing instruction saying that both professional experience and the peda- 
gogic experiment are of equal importance in informing practice. Its main 
philosophy is the concept of integrated and balanced instruction. It has clarified 
the terminology which is illustrated in Figure 5.1. The pure analytic and the pure 
synthetic methods are rare or have died out. Mostly combinations of methods 
are now used; the question is How effective is a balanced programme?'. 

Among the failures of the communist era, the reading writing programmes 
had their own ideological strait jackets. Fortunately, practice is currently moving 
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toward more flexible and balanced instruction. Our task is to create a new 
methodology. (In the textbook published in 1978 there were ten pages about 
the 1'eginning reading writing instruction.) Apart from the problems drafted in 
this chapter, developing a new methodology in Hungary has a double-faced 
problem: to integrate insights from abroad where these hold promise, but, 
on the other hand, to save our traditions and the special characteristics of our 
reading writing instruction. This is the most difficult balance to achieve. 
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Summary 

Children do not, in the main, learn to read by accident, by inspiration, 
contagion or osmosis, or by being encouraged in attitudes that others 
deem socially desirable. They learn by being taught, Reading is not a 
natural activity, but a set of gradually acquired component skills ini- 
tially learned independently, but later integrated and automated Com- 
prehension and masten' of syntax can be shown to depend crucially 
upon phonological decoding. The 'whole language' movement may 
be thought, in retrospect, to have been sustained by remarkably little 
solid knowledge and is now distinctly irrelevant against a new back- 
ground of research endeavour in a duster of disciplines. There is no 
single straight path to competence in reading but there are many 
teaching routes which are costly in terms of child failure. 

Introduction 

There are numerous examples of research commonplaces, often technical 
innovations, reaching the world of education twenty years after their first 
appearance (Rasch testing methodology, efficiency frontier analysis). However 
the influence of Whole Language upon the teaching of reading in Britain and 
elsewhere in the 1980s has been more than a mere anachronism, whose point 
of origin (a 'psycholinguist^ school of thought in the late 1960s and early 
1970s), lias continued, like a defunct star, to radiate long after its intellectual 
demi.se. 

The effects of this influence could be seen at school, LKA and eventually 
at national level during the later 1980s and have led to a revulsion from 
'wholistic, and reinstatement of traditional, methods in the teaching of reading. 
Decoding of phonic and graphic structures has been discovered, for instance 
in the revisions of the National Curriculum order for English. This has occurred 
in spite of, and without compromising, the beneficial recent emphasis upon 
quality in children's reading materials. 
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The Whole Language movement may be thought to have drawn inspira- 
tion more from objectives of political reform than from any explicit method- 
ology for the teaching of reading. Unfortunately the inspiration commonly 
included a repudiation of the piecemeal and provisional procedures of sci- 
ence. Fortunately a recovered sense of the value of the modest and partial 
knowledge afforded by empirical research may point the way to the future. 
During the last quarter of a century the volume of research activity in reading 
and associated topics has increased exponentially, enhancing our understand- 
ing, not only of the learning processes in individuals and groups, but also of 
the ways these interact with particular instructional principles. 

This chapter will attempt to indicate some of the ways in which the 
cognitive sciences are generating leads for teachers, both generalist and spe- 
cialist, to follow, in the vacuum which has followed the demise of the 
psycholinguist ie' account of reading. 

The Debacle of Whole Language 

After their beginners had [had] two years of learning to read without 
being taught', the teachers were shocked to find . . . that their [Year] 
Two classes were full of non-readers, except for the children whose 
parents had ignored instructions and told their children how to read. 
So I found the teachers of seven-year-olds were rushing round trying 
to give their children phonics or Letterland or anything, because most 
of the class had only around twenty common sight words. (Yule, 
1992. pp. 12-13) 

That snapshot from the July 1992 issue of the Tnited Kingdom Reading 
Association's journal, Reading, w ill be recognizable to anyone who has had 
close involvement with infant schools over the last few years. ( Kmergenl read- 
ing', the joke ran in 1988. had become emergency reading*.) 

Other features in the same issue of Reading included a leading article by 
the editor. Wray. on structure' and an article by Carty (1992) advocating a 
conversation about spelling', in which he wrote from Canada: 

During the last two years 1 have listened to the dilemma of elementary 
teachers (How should I be approaching spelling?); to the annoyance 
of high school teachers (How come kids can't spell anymore?); to the 
questioning of administrators (How come our spelling test results are 
declining?); and to the criticism of parents (Are they leaching spelling 
anymore?). (Carty. 1992, p. 17) 

Such realism must have come as something of a shock to Readings regu- 
lar audience. 

All over the Anglophone world the costs of 'Hurricane W hole Language 
are being counted. Its promoters seem to avoid being brought face to face 
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with victims and their families. The intellectual pretensions of the programme 
as a whole have been courteously, if briskly, demolished (e.g., Adams, 1991). 
That the movement is far from dead is shown by the favoured strategies for 
repair: these tend to combine further non-teaching of reading with job crea- 
tion. Reading recovery' is not a very distinctive intervention, yet it is enor- 
mously labour-intensive and avoids the streamlining (Hatcher, Hulme and Ellis, 
199-4) and addition of phonics (Iversen and Tunmer, 1993) which evaluation 
shows enhance its efficiency. A popular computer-based speech synthesis 
package vigorously promoted by The Times Educational Supplement requires 
a n< >n -teaching assistant tor each child but introduces no new reading skills. 

An Irrationalist Methodology 

A feature of residual interest is the explicit hostility to science and its methods 
to which some leaders of the whole language movement publicly commit 
themselves. Frank Smith has been concerned specifically to repudiate the sci- 
entific viewpoint: They want to study things scientifically, ..scientifically, 
meaning control ... If you study learning experimentally you have got control 
of learning.' The elimination of science would seem a positive advantage, 
given some of Smith's other views ('the notion that kids will learn to read by 
phonics doesn't work'; kids learn 2.500 words every day ) (Smith, 1991). 

According to Kenneth Goodman, experimental research concerns itself 
with "positivistic studies with control and experimental groups . . . [with) . , . tight 
experimental controls . . . [and] . . . manageable variables' (Goodman, 1992, p. 
193). This regrettable apparatus excites his disapproval. However, freedom is 
within reach of all: As professionals, whole language teachers have moved far 
beyond trial and error in making their instructional decisions' {ibid., p. 197), 

Ay 1 win, reviewing Adams' Beginning To Read, is taken aback by 'over 
500 references to research in the first ten chapters', and by the revelation that 
|w)e are said to have orthographic, phonological and semantic processors in 
our brains ... it all sounds like pressing a computer button to call up the 
language required'. He imagines that the research must be concerned with 
testing phonics in psychology lab conditions' (Aylwin. 1993. p. 30). Hut objec- 
tivity need not be b< night so dear that idealism is compromised: The commit- 
ment to a vision of a better world, a democratic, social and political system is 
a prerequisite for objectivity in social science' (C)lssen. 1993. p. P0). 

If objectivity itself is contingent, why be detained by futile attempts at 
rigour? 

The outcomes of teaching depend upon so many variables . . . that 
attempts to formulate testable hypotheses about effective teaching are 
rarely worthwhile. This is why qualitative work within an interpretive 
paradigm is favoured by many educational researchers ... |This is| 
one of the great achievements of educational research in recent years 
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. . . [though] for policy-makers, it is quantitative work in a posit ivist 
paradigm that is often appropriate., (Bassey. 199-+) 

Logical positivism, be it noted, dissolved as a school at the end of the 
1930s' (Bullock et al. 1988, p. 486); hut in con tern porary British education it 
has found its nemesis — as a catchpenny term to travesty experimental methods. 

If the demands of 'normal science' are intolerable, any substitute brings 
relief. For Meek, Reading research', in particular, 'breeds its own brand of 
evidence. The consequent problem is that reading specialists are bound to 
ignore the evidence that arises spontaneously in classrooms because it isn't 
generalizable' (Meek. 1990, p. 151). Not one to remain at a loss in the face of 
such a dilemma, Meek emphasizes: "Any significant research I have done rests 
on my having treated anecdotes as evidence' (Meek. 1988, p. 8). 

All of this risks a worrying degree of estrangement from the principles of 
a democratically constituted society, with its ancient links between an inde- 
pendent judiciary (rules of evidence), the authority of science (academic free- 
dom to criticize) and political pluralism (voter autonomy). With such a level 
of confusion among education leaders, is it any wonder that superstition should 
have taken hold so largely? 

The Earlier Case Against Reading Snbskills 

After Whole Language, important questions remain. Among these is the place 
of the component skills of reading, their identification and role in teaching. 
The following statement seems not to have been made in any spirit of face- 
tiousness: 'Poor sequencing, for example, is taken to be implicated in reading 
problems despite the substantial meta-analyses of ten to fifteen years ago 
showing that this is not the case' (Thomas, 1993a). Now any lack of relation- 
ship between sequencing and reading ability would seem to be a rather well- 
kept secret. What can be the justification for such a statement, even among those 
who do not suppose that re-search is confined to psychology lab conditions'? 

Two of three sources proposed (Thomas, 1993b) for the reference to 
research published in the mid to late 19"0s art- influential publications by Arter 
and Jenkins (19^9) and Newcomer and Ha mm ill (19^5). Both, however, de- 
scribe their work in terms of research reviews. This is not the same thing as 
meta-analyses. Meta-analysis, a statistical technique which surveys relatively 
unsubstantial, but nevertheless consistent, findings across a range of studies, is 
bringing to light advantages in certain treatments for strokes and breast cancer 
and in neglected procedures in obstetrics. The traditional review article, insti- 
tutionalizing a viewpoint which becomes orthodox, may cany a cost of 2S.000 
preventable heart-attack deaths a year in the l\S (see, e.g., Economist. 1991). 
A further article, by Johnson and Pearson (UPS), contains experience and 
opinions, but reflects empirical work only in a single passing reference to the 
intercon elation of subtests in assessment batteries. This however is a common 
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genera! argument. Children may be good at both swimming and riding bicy- 
cles. But this means neither that the two achievements consist in interchange- 
able skills, nor that there are no component skills in either activity. 

Precursors of Reading Skill? 

The general point of Newcomer and Hammill, in their review of the literature 
surrounding the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities (ITPA), is that many 
putative subskills are neither necessary nor sufficient for the achievement of 
reading. This may l>e accepted. Indeed a further cautionary tale may I>e added 
to that of the ITPA: the collapse of the Frost ig literature on perceptual-motor 
readiness*. There w as much wrong, it turned out. with bo\\\ these schools of 
thought; yet each, though short-lived, was an honest attempt, based on theory, 
observation and evidence, to originate an educational tool. 

Are there prerequisite general skills (sometimes called skills of learning') 
that are both necessary and sufficient for learning to read? The possibility of 
prerequisite skills has barely begun to be sketched out (Rabinowitz, 1990). The 
instructional experiments designed to teach intelligence' or prerequisite skills' 
have often foundered in disappointment (see Blagg, 1991). 

However a single, important exception must be made: the case of pho- 
nological skills. These have been shown not only to have precursor status 
(antecedent position in a learning sequence) but to be causal of later reading 
achievement. Here the literature seems unlikely to prove fragile. Indeed, direct 
remedial benefits have been shown to result from phonological skill training 
hi conjunction with reading teaching (Hatcher, Hulme and Ellis, op, cit ). 

In general, the success of teaching general learning skills seems linked to 
the precision with which the skills taught relate to the curriculum to which 
they must be bridged. For instance reading comprehension and metacom- 
prehension skills can be identified and taught quite successfully (for research 
summaries see the fourth part, and especially Chapter 29. of Gamine '/ aL, 
1990). 



Remedial reaching Rationale 

The case of Diagnostic Prescriptive Remediation (DPR) or Differential Diagno- 
sis Prescriptive Teaching (DDPT). as Alter and Jenkins call it. is less clear. The 
frequent absence of positive benefit for generic remedial instruction has been 
noted before. Alter and Jenkins rely heavily on particular 'models' (especially 
thi*t of the ITPA), but reach only the modest conclusion: not proven. The 
modality -preference thesis, to which they devote much space, is treated with 
just scepticism in their review. It is often said that some children have a pref- 
erence for the auditor}', some for the visual, channel. Adams ( 1990, p. 60) 
quotes a survey that shows that of special-education teachers, l )S per cent 
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were familiar with this argument and that, of those who were, 99 per cent 
believed such considerations to be most important, believing the modality 
argument to be supported by research: 'Unhappily it is not.' (Adams cites a 
mere nine sources from a 'long list .) More realistic, perhaps, is the view of 
Engelmann. that The central cause of all failure in school is the teaching. 
When the teaching fails, the kids fail" (Engelmann, 1992, p. 79). One ought to 
question the relevance of much data gathered in differential individual assess- 
ments, if ... learning styles and individual differences have a relatively minor 
effect on kid performance* (ibid. % p. 86). 

But such agreements still do not, I think, allow us to reach the conclusion 
that the whole diagnostic-prescriptive methodology is misconceived. Indeed, 
this kind of intervention can usefully be compared in its effect with the more 
coherent direct -instruct ion interventions. These more or less ignore individual 
cognitive differences, though not differences in attainment (Hranwhite, 1983). 
Though weaker in effect, DPR still brings improvements. 

Decoding Can Deliver Comprehension 

A doctrinaire approach to reading can flourish only in the absence of reliable 
knowledge. As wholistic' attitudes lose their hold, the empirical dimensions of 
reading can once again be clearly seen. The three important constructs in 
terms of which reading capability may be described are, briefly: accuracy, 
fluency and comprehension. Moreover, among the three there are mutual 
relations established, to an acceptable degree of robustness, in the literature. 
Thus, comprehension depends crucially upon fluency (a given level of fluency 
is necessary for working memory to rehearse sentence structure) and fluency 
in turn depends upon the automation of single-word recognition processes. 

Decoding (phonological reconstruction of speech-sounds from letter- 
symbol sequences) is perhaps easiest to study and may be assisted by the use 
of non-words (Rack et ai % 1992), homophones (Johnston et ai. 1988) and by 
lists of regular and irregular words. Comprehension, by contrast, seems more 
intractable, though the degree to which the skills involved have been identi- 
fied now permits instruction in them as needed. This process can be most 
successful (Oakhill and Vuill, 1991). 

Nevertheless, decoding and comprehension continue to be thought of as 
separate. That this may be an unnecessary barrier to understanding is shown 
by some data which reflects the progress through the Corrective Reading Pro- 
gramme (Engelmann et aL 1988) of a group of twenty-five first secondary year 
(NC Year 7 > pupils at a south London comprehensive school. The success of 
this scheme at this school has been commented upon before (Turner, 1990a, 
1990b) and these new data are available only because a subset of fourteen 
pupils was retestecl on a parallel form of the New MacMillan Reading Analysis 
(Vincent and tie la Mare, 198S), additionally to the planned evaluation, as a 
result of a teacher's initiative. 
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Figure 6. 1: Corrective reading gains January-June 1990 for fourteen pupils Year 7(11-12 
years) 
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The whole group (twenty-five pupils) had showed an average gain of 
fourteen reading-age months over the four calendar months of the Au'nmn 
term, September-December 1989. The results of the test/retest scores for the 
subset of fourteen pupils are displayed in Figure 6.1, ranked from left to right 
in order of composite reading age (RA) gain. 

Of interest, first, is the short interval between the times of testing, about 
four months of schooling; secondly, the intermediate stage of the testing — the 
large gains of the first term are in the past; and, thirdly, the possibility which 
exists to disaggregate the scores into accuracy (decoding) and comprehension 
components. These pupils were following Decoding A % the initial book in the 
series of Corrective Reading, a member of the direct-instruction family of in- 
terventions. However there is a tendency, most apparent among those making 
the greatest gains, to show improvement in comprehension scores at least as 
great as, if not greater than, their gains in accuracy. Overall these pupils pro- 
gressed from RA (accuracy) 9.0 (SO 0.87) to 9.9 years (SO 1.03) and from RA 
(comprehension) 9.5 (SO 1.63) to 10.7 years (SO 1.36). 

Undoubtedly there are pupils who fail to comprehend text because 
arrested at an early level of skill development with inadequate speed of de- 
coding; others fail to comprehend because of a lack of inference and metacom- 
prehension skills (Oakhill and Garnham, 1988). Nor are the numbers of such 
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pupils negligible. How ever one obvious implication should not be overlooked: 
that if you teach children decoding skills, they improve in comprehension. 
Other recent evidence that bears the same interpretation is reported in Hatcher, 
Hulme and Ellis (op, cit.), where the Neale Analysis of Reading Ability (Neale, 
1989), a test of passage reading with a separable comprehension measure, 
registers progress better than a test of sheer word-recognition ability does. This 
domain transference, if that is what it is, is of potential interest to all teachers 
of children with poor reading abilities: progress may be much more evident on 
measures of skills other than the ones you have been teaching. 

Messages for Teachers 

The earlier (19 7 0s ) literature on instruction evaluation now seems preliminary. 
The present-day literature, though still provisional, represents an improvement. 
An important line of enquiry, less controversial today, has sought to establish 
the variables associated with effective teaching. Some twenty factors, of which 
seventeen are well documented, have l>een identified, among them teacher 
expectations, teacher clarity, questioning level, direct instruction, monitoring 
and pacing, feedback, praise and criticism (O'Neill. 1988). Cross-cultural studies 
show that in Asian schools, by contrast with north American ones, much greater 
emphasis is placed on certain variables (such as teacher clarity) associated 
with favourable learning outcomes; but in Chicago and Minneapolis teachers 
surveyed rated more highly variables such as sensitivity* and empathy* (Steven- 
son and Stigler. 1992). 

'I he Impact of Cognitire Psychology 

An important new dimension is the linking of teaching and learning processes 
made possible by cognitive psychology. What conclusions seem justified from 
all the activity in cognitive neuroscience over the last fifteen years? The 
componentiaT view of intelligence retains its position as the consensus view 
among cognitive psychologists. It can be. and has been, applied to instruction, 
including reading (Beech. 1989; Frederiksen, 1982). In place of crude top- 
down* and 'bottom-up* models of reading, the direction of causality has been 
addressed, for instance in the case of working memory. Impaired working 
memory has been unambiguously implicated in reading failure; but so has the 
reading effect* in success, the tendency of reading progress itself to bring 
about improvements in associated sit hsk ills such as those of phonological 
analysis and memory. An evolving rationale for teaching component skills, 
therefore, is one of the most valuable contributions psychology can make to 
practical teaching. 

In the psychometric held, which provided raw material for the reviews of 
a generation ago. there has been research which 1 cars on the developmental 
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structure of ability groups. In a comprehensive meta-analysis, Carroll (1993) 
has reanalysed data sets from major factor-analytic studies of virtually all cog- 
nitive skills, including reading and other language skills. This study, taking in 
as it does most of the psychometric literature, is of special importance. 
Frederiksen (1982) is cited in support of the analysis of word recognition into 
the following component skills: grapheme encoding, letter recognition, 
multiletter array facilitation, perception of multi letter units (e.g., sh % -tion) % 
depth of processing, phonemic contrast and decoding (Carroll, 1993. p. 165). 

Ellis and Young provide experimental evidence that phonological infor- 
mation is necessary to provide access to the internal machinery which utilizes 
sentence structure in the service of better text comprehension' (Ellis and Young, 
1988, pp. 220-1 ). Syntactic parsing, in other words, depends upon inner speech' 
and hence phonological processing. Evidence from acquired reading dis- 
orders, too, supports the conclusion that translation of the written word to a 
phonological representation may play an important role in reading compre- 
hension (Patterson and Marcel, 1992). The new cognitive psychology provides 
evidence of the relative independence ('modularity') of reading and writing 
skills: although not themselves inherited, they become modularized just as do 
natural language skills. Literacy skills are. as may be observed, fairly independ- 
ent of intelligence and other general cognitive characteristics, at least in the 
early stages. A slightly older literature confirms the dependence of prosody, 
and the distribution of stresses in sentences read, upon prior knowledge of 
syntactic structure. 

At present, the commonly accepted theory that reading is acquired in 
discrete developmental stages is under considerable pressure. Though chil- 
dren's strategies can be shown to depend very directly upon the methods used 
to teach them, the assumption of whole-word Cestalt recognition now has a 
great deal to answer (Seymour, 1987). Readers process letters regardless of the 
kind of teaching being given; and progress is greater with a Has heard ap- 
proach for pupils who have a knowledge of letters. Further, Goswami ( 1992) 
has extended the earlier work, implicating phonological structures in learning 
to read, to spelling patterns, arguing that children learning to read use spelling- 
sound analogies (ring/king) in the earliest stages, though among the earliest 
learners an advantage accrues to individual children with some prior decoding 
facility (Ehri and Robbins, 1992). The tendency of stage models' to assume, 
implicitly, some developmental course of events, other than that given cultur- 
ally, for instance by teaching, may be expected to fade. And it is to be hoped 
that an alignment of phonology and orthography in a single, first stage of 
learning to read will be followed by the discovery of a transfer to print of 
spoken morphology and comprehension skills (Flbro, 1989). 

Another challenge on the theoretical front is connect ionism (e.g., 
Seiclenberg and McClelland, 1989). By means of an explicit computer model, 
the learning of reading by rules through exposure to a large set of short words 
can be achieved without explanatory recourse to a lexicon. One implication of 
this for teaching is that exposure to print facilitates the learning of reading. 
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There may be ways in which the quantity of print scanned, even by beginning 
or poor readers, can be increased. 

The role of pictures, inflated by Whole Language even though the condi- 
tions under which pictures facilitated reading were narrowed to paired asso- 
ciation in the early 1970s, is now known to be far more negative: picture 'cues' 
can actively suppress the learning of print skills (Wu and Sol man, 1993). 

Might Natural Language, Too, Be Taught? 

A widespread argument for Whole Language has been that acquiring literacy 
skills is analogous to the acquisition — or development — of oral language. 
The counter argument, essentially a Darwinian one, is soon made: '[Rleading 
is not a skill which spontaneously develops' (Beech, 1987, p. 188). However 
this leaves unexplained the question why, if a language-acquisition device 
provides phenotypically for the spontaneous development of speech, as many 
as 15 per cent of children may show clinical levels of speech impairment. 
Moerk (1992) addresses the acquisition of speech skills and shows that they 
are actually taught through regular instructional sequences. Re-analyzing Roger 
Brown's historic data set for Kve' and applying methodological innovations 
(Markov models, bivariate time-series analyses, cumulative records with vary- 
ing intervals), Moerk has been able to show that specific morphemes, and 
even language-learning strategies, are the product of teaching interactions and 
fine-tuning of maternal feedback. 

Conclusion 

The Whole Language movement may be thought, in retrospect, to have been 
sustained by remarkably little real knowledge and a great deal in the way of 
charismatic platform performance. Kvcn the theories' (speculations) and lin- 
guistics' (the non-experimental variety) date from the late 1960s and early 
1970s. These look, in the aftermath of a damaging debacle, distinctly irrelevant 
against a background of authentic and non-charismatic research endeavour, 
especially in the cognitive neurosciences. The centrality of phonological pro- 
cessing for both good and poor readers is recognized, as are, increasingly, the 
taught nature of spoken language, the nature and importance of differentia hie 
component skills in literacy, phonological mediation in comprehension, the 
interlinked nature of reading and writing (spelling) processes and the impor- 
tance of print experience in isolation from pictures. 

The step-by-step teasing out of arguments which bear, today, on the 
teaching of literacy skills is very far removed from the cavalier, global state- 
ments of yesteryear. Kngclmann comments: 

The curriculum (the instructional programs and the details of how 
kids are taught) is the difference between failure and success. The 
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difference is not a global* aspect such as 'co-operative learning' or 
discovery . The difference has to do with what the kids are doing, 
how they are using what they have been taught, and most important, 
how they receive specific skills, facts and operations that they are to 
use in applied situations. (Engelmann. 1992, p. 
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Chapter 7 



New Moves in Early-literacy 
Learning in Europe 



H. Dombey 



Summary 

All over Europe there is a spreading awareness that very young children, 
below the age of formal schooling, are capable of learning complex 
and powerful literacy lessons. This chapter draws on the work of 
L'Institut Europeen pour le Developpement des Potentialities de tons 
les Knfants (IEDPE), based on a report commissioned from IEDPE by 
the EC Commission for Human Resources. 1 Accounts are presented of 
successful early literacy projects carried out in different parts of Europe 
from which a number of lessons for teachers are drawn out. 



Introduction 

Scarcely more than a decade ago, it was widely agreed that children could not 
and should not learn to read before the age of six. In most of the countries of 
Europe this is the age fixed for the entry into big school' and the age at which 
formal literacy teaching begins. However this last decade has shown us that 
the acquisition of literacy is not a straightforward rite of passage into the 
institutional world of school, but a long and complex process that begins early, 
when very young children, who are far more capable than we used to believe, 
begin, in the world of the family and the immediate environment, to under- 
stand and express themselves through the written word. This process contin- 
ues to develop and to play a significant role throughout the tongue dtuve of 
education. 

We have learnt also that becoming literate is not simply a matter of acquir- 
ing a value-free technology. Learning to read and write is now most fruitfully 
seen as the construction of linguistic meaning and the initiation into social 
practices. In the earliest stages of their entry into the written word children 
encounter new forms of language and new orders of meaning. As our views 
of literacy and literacy learning have become more complex, so we have seen 
the need for more complex and subtle forms of assessment. Simple tests of 
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word recognition or the construction of simple propositional meanings do not 
adequately reflect what we now know of the processes involved. 

In our different countries, our educational systems, our traditions, our 
spoken languages and our ways of writing them down van' widely. For this 
reason our pedagogic strategies also vary. But underneath this variety, there 
are fundamental similarities. The examples that follow, describe not isolated 
successes but the fruits of shared strategies that really respond to the needs 
of all children, whatever their nationalities, their languages or their socio- 
economic backgrounds. 

The Sheffield Project 

Carried out in Sheffield, UK and directed by I)r Peter Hannon of the Depart- 
ment of Education at the University of Sheffield this six -month project was a 
case study undertaken in a disadvantaged district of Sheffield. It involved 
twenty children aged between 1 and 4 years. Parents and children were visited 
at home, and also invited to a series of group meetings in the prima ry school 
on which the project was based. The parents were encouraged to borrow 
children's books of good quality to read with their children, and also to point 
out print in their homes and in the neighbourhood. 

Each home visit involved discussion about past, present and future activ- 
ities, and some form of literacy activity engaged in by the visitor with the child 
and parent. The role of the home visitor was to: 

• affirm the parent as the child's first and most influential teacher; 

• support and encourage literacy activities already going on, in order to 
build on and extend these; 

• make explicit the relevance of activities of which the parents might be 
unaware; 

• initiate new ideas and share resources; and 

• give parents information about literacy and literacy learning. 

It was found that parents were willing and able to engage in a dialogue 
about their children's home literacy. They said that the project changed their 
approach to children's literacy experiences. Opportunities to acquire literacy 
through print in the environment appeared to be exploited more readily. There 
was evidence of change in the parents' recognition of their children's literacy 
achievement. Parents made such comments as: its made me see more in 
children that I've never seen before. If it wasn't for the project I wouldn't have 
thought so clearly what children can do.' 

It is now clear that parents, including those in very disadvantaged circum- 
stances, do welcome help in promoting their children's early-literacy develop- 
ment. Take-up was at SO per cent as high as it could lx\ given the constraints of 
the parents' unavoidable domestic and employment commitments. Drop-out 
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was not a problem. The method of work tried out in the programme, including 
the attempt to share an emergent literacy perspective with parents, was ex- 
perienced as meaningful by all concerned. 

The project also appeared to have an effect on family literacy as well as 
on the children in the target age range: parents started using the public library 
themselves and felt their own literacy had been helped by using the project 
materials, and there was a perceptible effect on the literacy activities of school- 
age siblings. 

The Rome Project 

This project, carried out in Rome, and directed by Professor Clotilde Pontecorvo 
of the Facolta di Psicologia, University di Roma, la Sapienza, was an experi- 
mental study involving 218 children aged from 4 to 8, from varied social 
backgrounds in Rome, split equally into experimental and control groups and 
concerned to establish continuity between nursery and primary school Com- 
parison was made between the two groups on children's concepts about print, 
the composition of texts and different forms of reading. 

The children in the experimental group were involved in: 

• games of making and using a variety of symbols on charts for record- 
ing class attendance, the weather etc; 

• conversation and group discussion; 

• activities inviting reflection on spoken language; 

• stories, rhymes and poems; 

• attempts at predicting the meaning of words printed on support 
materials; 

• the production of their own spontaneous writing; 

• listening to and understanding different types of text read aloud — 
posters, recipes, labels, reports; and 

• collaborative construction of different types of text: the 'book of the 
child's day', various facts, invitations, recipes etc. 

This approach to the written word was deliberately set in a series of 
maximally varied linguistic activities, and would have been unthinkable with- 
out much deliberate use of group work, in pairs or in larger groups with the 
teacher. The experimental group achieved at a significantly higher level, and 
continued to improve while the progress of the control group was most evident 
towards the end of the first year of primary schooling and reached a plateau 
after this. 

The Palencia Project 

This project, carried out in Palencia. Spain, and directed by Profesora Car- 
men Colmenares of the Departamento de Psicologia at the Univetsdad de 
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Valladolid consisted of three case studies involving sixty four-year old children 
in threenursery classes, all from a low socio-economic background. The great 
majority of the children presented problems, such as intellectual deficit, lan- 
guage problems and hyperactivity, requiring the involvement of specialists 
such as speech therapists and psychologists. 

Motivated by the idea of teaching very young children to read, the three 
experienced nursery teachers worked as a team. Of course the children all 
lived in an environment saturated with written language. But the nursery class 
gave them a more systematic experience. The teachers: 

• collaborated with the children's parents, sharing their educational 
♦ philosophy with them and impressing on them the value of reading 

for their children's future academic success. Although many of the 
parents were not in the habit of reading, they were ready to collabo- 
rate very actively with the teachers, not just over the period of the 
project, but well into the primary school. 

• started with learning in context, presenting the business of making 
sense of the written word as a meaningful social activity and not 
something alien to the interests of the learners. This meant rejecting 
conventional reading schemes in favour of real story books. The 
teachers also made their ow n' texts and notices about significant events 
and people in the children's lives. 

• gave priority to what interested the learners, initially presenting the 
children with their own name cards, and other words of practical and 
personal significance. These cards were used in the form of games. 
Other activities included making up stories based on a few random 
words or copying recipes for dishes the children had been involved 
in making. 

• took account of patterns of cognitive development, seeing the first 
phase of literacy learning as global, leading on to a second analytical 
phase during which the children started to compare the length of 
words or notice a particular sound in a word, and were encouraged 
to develop these analytical strategies This led to the discovery of 
grapho-phonemic relations through word play such as changing the 
position of vowels. In this phase the children, including the slowest, 
developed metalinguistic awareness, in terms of phonology, lexis and 
syntax, at an astonishing rate. The third or synthetic phase focused on 
total comprehension of the text, involving other strategies such as 
syllabification or whole-word recognition. 

Both qualitative and quantitative results emphasized that all except five of 
the sixty children achieved a level of reading comprehension, vocabulary and 
spelling above the mean for their age. Two years later only one of this small 
problematic' group was unable to read and follow the normal activities of the 
classroom. The rest, including the other four, completed the second primary 
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year with better results than their classmates, not only in the area of language, 
hut also in mathematics. 

The Brighton Project 

This project was carried out in Brighton, England, by Or Henrietta Dombey of 
the Department of Primary Education at the University of Brighton. This was 
a case study of one nursery class of twenty-six children, aged 3 and 4, from 
very low socio-economic backgrounds. Initially the children had little experi- 
ence of stories, either read or told, and little interest in books or written text. 
For these reasons, the teacher in this project made story reading a central 
activity in her nursery class. Texts were chosen for their capacity to attract and 
hold the children's interest, and to be worth re-reading, and were read daily 
to the whole class. This is normal practice in English nursery classes, but the 
style of reading was not. The teacher's aim was active participation from the 
children, who were encouraged to: 

• relate events and characters to their own experience; 

• predict what would happen next; 

• check their predictions by examining the pictures and listening to the 
text; 

• make moral judgments on the events and characters; and 

• 'call out' rather than wait for permission to speak. 

The teacher did not set herself up as arbiter of right and wrong, but 
encouraged the children to use the evidence of their eyes and ears. She also 
placed great importance on collaboration with parents, through encouraging 
them to participate in the daily life of the nursery class where they witnessed 
her style of sharing* books with their children, to buy children's books at 
school and to share these with their children at home. 

During the course of one academic year these children became very in- 
terested in books, to the extent that, rather than engage in the various enticing 
play activities of the nursery class, the children frequently chose to 'talk their 
way* through a picture book. They were also capable of relating their own 
versions of the stories they had heard, employing many of the features that set 
written language apart from speech. They had learned to produce: 

• highly explicit language that was dense, full and detailed; 

• coherent stories twenty or so utterances long; 

• a high proportion of well-formed and structurally complete utterances; 
and 

• complex utterances, using coordination and/or subordination. 

It has long been known that familiarity with books and stories gives 
children a powerful motivation to learn to read. More recent research (Bussis 
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et al„ 1985) has shown its importance in providing children with the syntactic 
and semantic cues that play a key part in early reading. Children unfamiliar 
with written text cannot make the educated guesses that are a necessary com- 
plement to their limited phonic knowledge. 

These children had taken command of written language and learned to 
use it for their own purposes. Subsequently this proved to be of significant 
value as they learned to read, enabling them to complement their use of the 
visual information provided by the letters on the page with predictions based 
on a knowledge of the subject matter, structure and linguistic form of stories. 

The Huesca Project 

This project was carried out in Huesca, Spain, directed by Dr Gloria Medrano 
at the Escuela Universitaria de Magisterio in Huesca, Spain. This longitudinal 
study, involved ISO pupils aged from 3 to 6 years in the public schools of 
Huesca, from medium socio-economic groupings, and thirty pupils from pub- 
lic schools in the surrounding countryside. It was concerned to test the hy- 
pothesis that the introduction of a 'computer corner' into nursery classes would 
have widespread beneficial effects. 

In all the project classrooms other types of experimental materials devel- 
oped in earlier projects were already in use, including a tape library and 
accompanying books. To these were added computer corners (sometimes 
placed outside the classroom) where the children could work under their own 
direction. The computer involved was the Commodore 6-4. The programmes 
came from various sources and included Labyrinth I and II, Autumn and a 
word-processing package. These corners gave the children the opportunity to 
make discoveries about written language, both individually and in cooperation 
with a group of their peers. 

The teachers were involved in regular meetings with the coordinator s 
assistant and there were also meetings for parents to inform them and invite 
their collaboration. Teacher observation and video evidence showed that such 
activity encouraged: 

• interaction between children and the development of communicative 
strategies; 

• understanding of complex tasks; 

• self-correction and shared correction; 

• a positive attitude to mistakes; 

• the development of discriminative attention and symbolic thought; 

• interest in written language and appreciation of its value as an instru- 
ment of information, communication and enjoyment; 

• the capacity for autonomous learning; 

• making sense of written language and of the code itself; and 

• the capacity to use metacognitive strategies and to communicate what 



they had learned. 
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It should he emphasized that the work with computers formed an integral part 
of class activity in literacy, and was supported by a variety of other activities 
emphasizing autonomy and making sense of meaningful texts. 

All this shows that very young children, especially those from very disad- 
vantaged backgrounds, have a great capacity for learning, and that exercising 
this can give them substantial pleasure. 

The Paris Project 

This project, carried out in Paris, under the direction of Dr Rachel Cohen of the 
Departement de Psychologic at the I'niversite Paris Nord, was a case study of 
five ecoles matenielles in a northern suburb of Paris, a very disadvantaged 
district, with children between 2 and 6 years of age. An earlier study began 
with the informing idea that written language, like spoken language, involves 
the production of messages as well as their reception and interpretation 
However the motor coordination of very young children does not allow them 
to 'write' messages that are clear and legible to others. For this reason the 
children were provided with manipulable letters. Hut this solution was soon 
shown to be inadequate when it came to writing longer texts. So the team 
thought of using computers. This versatile instrument also offered a number of 
possibilities that could not be ignored. 

In the first phase of the project, from 1981 to 1986, the team, composed 
of a group of cognitive scientists, technicians, educators and psychologists 
from the Centre Mondial Informatique in Paris, developed, tried out and tested 
programmes which allowed children productive activities and discoveries. The 
programmes ALE (Appn j ntissas>e Ixingue Ecrite) and Composition were used 
on a Thomson computer. These computers were introduced into the project 
classes, where they stimulated the following capacities: , 

• quality of exchanges between children: mutual aid and cooperation; 

• development of oral language; 

• rapid development in written language; 

• richness of the imagination. 

• spontaneous grapho-phonemic analysis; 

• spirit of curiosity; and 

• autonomy. 

Focused on the particular needs of the children who came to school with 
no French, the second phase consisted of equipping the computers with a 
device using a voice synthesizer which allowed children to hear letters, words, 
sentences and texts typed on the computer and appearing on the screen. It 
was soon evident that the device was a factor in speeding up discover)' and 
learning for all the children. The children who bad come with no French learnt 
spoken and oral language accurately and simultaneously, in a situation of 
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autonomous learning. This certainly did not exclude adults, but it allowed 
several children to cooperate, to exchange and confront ideas and implemen- 
tations, and to correct themselves. Furthermore, the conception of the struc- 
ture of the process of learning to read was itself changed as the following 
formula came into play: 

j-» write — > in order to talk — > in ^order to read — > in order to j 

in which listen can be inserted at each stage. 

New technologies open new perspectives of learning and development 
for all young children. Adults, teachers and institutional personnel do not have 
the right to refuse these new opportunities of success to any children. 



Messages for Teachers 

All these different approaches to early literacy share important underlying 
ideas. 

• Young children have an enormous potential for literacy learning: a 
potential not yet fully realized in our various educational systems. 

• Karly-literacy learning proceeds most productively through collabora- 
tion and interaction in which teachers treat parents as equal partners. 

• The immediate participants in literacy learning — children, parents 
and teachers — need to feel ownership of the activities involved. 
They need to make their own materials, write their own stories and 
take published texts into their possession through relating them to 
their own lives. 

• Children learn best when they are provided with texts of significance 
to them, whether these are notices of practical use or stories that 
engage their imagination. These should include complex texts capable 
of yielding more meaning and of teaching more lessons on each 
encounter, 

• New technology can be a powerful tool in literacy learning, provided 
it is used in a context which has other positive features. 

• Children learn most productively when they are actively engaged in 
forming and testing their own hypotheses, not following directions. 

• Literacy learning is very complex and, like learning spoken language, 
cannot be achieved in a straightforwardly linear manner, beginning 
with small elements and proceeding incrementally to larger and larger 
elements. Some of the properties of the whole need to be present in 
the earliest stages. 

• Learning to read and write — to think and make sense of the world 
through the written word — is a lengthy process not achieved in a few 
years, much less a few months. 
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Conclusion 

Until recently the view was widespread in Britain that the teaching of young 
children on the European continent was characterised by an unremittingly 
rigid formality, particularly where early literacy was concerned. To enlarge our 
understanding of early literacy and to enrich our own practice with inventive 
ideas that would take us and our children forward, it seemed to most of those 
involved, that primary education was better served by looking to the United 
States and other English-speaking countries than to countries on the mainland 
of Europe. Our persistent reluctance to master Europe's other languages rein- 
forced this anglophonic chauvinism. 

Whatever may have been the case in the past, the projects outlined in this 
article, and the list of lessons drawn from them, show that at the cutting edge 
of innovation, we now have more in common than we thought. Teachers and 
lesearchers in France. Italy and Spain share with colleagues in Britain a clear 
desire to give children a confident entry into the world of the written word, 
and make use of similarly imaginative approaches, drawing on the same kinds 
of theoretical understandings about children, about literacy, and about the 
sociai world in which fruitful relationships between the two can be built. Now 
we need to initiate a programme to ensure that we learn more about each 
others" successes, and build on these collaboratively to create a more literate 
Europe. 

Note 

1. i'lnstitut pour le Detvlopfx'went rfes Potent ialites dv tons les En/ants ( IEDPE) is an 
organization of leathers, teacher-trainers and researchers with an interest in early - 
childhood education. It was founded in 1989 by three energetic French people to 
bring together people and ideas from the different countries of Europe. Based in 
Paris, it has held a number of lively conferences in different parts of Europe, 
including Paris, Barcelona, Genoa and Luxembourg. In December 1992 the FX! 
Commission on Human Resources invited IEDPE to contribute to the initiative on 
preventing school failure. Specifically. IEDPE was asked to present a paper based 
on projects directed by IEDPE members and focusing on the key factors in pre- 
school provision that have been shown to contribute to reducing school failure. As 
one of the coordinators of lEDPEs literacy group, with Margaret Meek Spencer of 
the University of London Institute of Education, Gloria Medrano of the University 
of Zarago/.a and Maria Antonietta Pinto of the I'niversita della Sapien/a in Rome. 
1 undertook to put together the section on literacy. Timing was tight and a strict 
word limit meant that we could include accounts of fewer projects than we would 
have wished. 
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Chapter 8 



What Do Children Know About 
Reading Before They Go to School? 



P. Munn 



Summary 

Learning to read is a complex process and in the early stages children's 
beliefs about reading may be important determinants of the process. 
This chapter reports on a research study in which 56 children were 
interviewed about reading once per term through their final year of 
preschool. While their behaviour in relation to books changed very 
little over the course of the year there was a dramatic change in their 
beliefs about reading. Most of the children shifted from an interpre- 
tation of reading as 'book-aided story repetition' to an understanding 
that reading entailed the decoding of print. This shift in their inter pre- 
tation was paralleled by an understanding of the communicative func- 
tion of text and by the recognition that they could not actually read. 
The children's excuses regarding their ability reflected the importance 
to their identity as readers of owning books and being able to rely on 
readers in their family to help them read. 

'I can know what Gran pas stories are, but I don't know what 
your stories are. Don't know the nursery stories or your stories.' 

(Diane, aged 4) 

Introduction 

It important to know what children believe about reading before they go to 
school. The increasing emphasis as the social and 'ecological' aspects of liter- 
acy renders this knowledge particularly important (Barton. 1994). Teachers 
know in a general feel and sense that literacy does not begin with learning to 
read in school, that attitudes towards books and reading are formed very early. 
But how are teachers supposed to act on this knowledge? How specifically are 
they supposed to help children develop positive attitudes to reading in the 
crucial years before school? This chapter presents a detailed account of literacy 
beliefs found in a preschool sample and draws out the implications of these 
findings for effective ways of encouraging literacy in the nursery. Nursery 
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teachers have a practical interest in the details of preschool literacy, but the 
beliefs that children have about reading are of interest also to primary teach- 
ers, who are often able to provide learning environments which have the 
potential to alter existing developmental trajectories. 

Preschool literacy beliefs by their very nature are likely to have a long- 
term impact on children's reading habits. Literacy development (in contrast to 
learning to read) is not a sequential process, and neither is it a discrete event 
providing a transitory learning stage which transforms the pre-literate toddler 
into a literate schoolchild. The process of education in its broadest sense is 
founded on the continual development of literacy, and this in turn influences 
attitudes towards information and reading habits. For many areas of educa- 
tional development the important question is not whether children are able to 
read, but whether they actually do read. Beliefs which develop in the pre- 
school years may have implications for literacy development in this very broad 
sense, and for this reason be very pertinent to the management of children's 
reading experiences in the primary school. We know comparatively little about 
preschool children's beliefs about reading. Before they go to school, many 
children think they can read — such a belief being based on their incomplete 
understanding of what reading actually is. Although objectively incorrect, this 
belief will have quite an impact on children's subjective experiences of reading 
and learning to read, and is therefore of interest. 

Where preschool children's knowledge of reading is concerned, there is 
a wealth of information about the sort of experiences that predispose children 
to learn to read. We know for instance, that sheer experience of books is 
important, because time spent at home in joint book reading predicts later 
speed of learning to read (Wells. 1981). Many research studies have detailed 
just what it is that children are learning during such experience; Snow and 
Ninio ( 1986) call this know ledge the contracts of literacy* — the rules w hich 
govern the activity of reading. These rules' are the very ba.Mc ones which 
stipulate that the hooks are 'objects of contemplation' rather than 'objects of 
action'; that pictures are representations of things, that words are used to 
interpret a picture, that pages are turned from left to right. However, books 
also provide a context for the development of particular kinds of language; 
language that through the use of rhyme and alliteration leads children into 
playing with language as a thing, and language that helps them to distinguish 
speaker reference from speaker intention. 

It is apparent from what develops in the preschool period in terms of 
precursors to reading that the higher' levels of reading are developing at the 
same time as the 'lower' levels. The organization of joint storybook leading 
has been intensively studied, and a coherent picture has emerged of the way 
in which adult language follows a sequence in which children can contribute 
to a storybook interpretation even at the earliest stages. Children first begin 
contributing to a discussion of objects depicted in books, then to the events 
which are symbolized, and then to the (often psychological) precursors and 
consequences of these events. In this way, children understand the essential 
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narrative structure of reading around the same time that they begin to under- 
stand the communicative functions of print — both developments taking place 
sometime between the ages of 3 and 5 for children who have sufficient experi- 
ence of interactions around books. While children are developing an awareness 
of books as symbolic objects, and an understanding that print communicates 
in the same way as speech does, they are also developing the awareness of 
language that will later enable them to break words into their constituent 
sounds and match these sounds to their corresponding letters. In a similar 
sense, when children are learning to read, phonological and linguistic skills 
play an important part in development (Bryant, 1993). 

Developments on the level of discrete abilities cannot explain the wider 
course of literacy development (what children go on to use reading ybr) since 
such developments relate to the actual process of learning to read — to the 
level of competence that children initially achieve. These details of what pre- 
school children know about reading tell us little of their subjective experience 
of the process, and consequently predict only the relative success that the 
children will have when they come to learn to read. Success in learning to read 
will predispose children to have positive attitudes to reading in general, but in 
order to manage young. children's experiences of reading more effectively we 
need a greater understanding of the subjective aspects of their experiences. 

This chapter reports a study of the concepts and beliefs about reading that 
developed in a sample of preschool children during their final year of nursery. 
The children's concepts were examined on a behavioural level by recording 
what they did with a series of lx>oks and on a conversational level by engaging 
them in a conversation on the topic of reading. The aim of the study was to 
characterize the range of the children's responses and to chart developmental 
progressions in their ideas about reading. The study reported here was part of 
the HSRC programme on the quality of teaching and learning. 

Method 

Fifty-six children from eight preschool establishments in Scotland were seen in 
their final year of nursery. The children were selected at random and the 
sample consisted of thirty -one boys and twenty-five girls. Since Scottish parents 
rarely favour early entry to school for their children, the age of the sample was 
higher than for similar Knglish children. The mean age of the children was 46 
months at the start of the study and 55 months in the June prior to school 
entry. The children were seen individually each term in order to investigate 
changes in their concepts of reading. There are two possible ways of investigat- 
ing such concepts. The first is to watch a persons behaviour around a topic, 
the second is to listen to what that person says about the activity or object. 
Both approaches were adopted with these children by structuring a conver- 
sation around a small story-book (a beginning Reader with a very simple story 
line.). A different book in the same series (with the same character) was used 
each term, so that the children's responses over the year could be compared. 



107 



P. Munn 



The children were initially requested to read the book, then had the book read 
to them, then were asked to retell the story. Within this format of book-reading 
the children were engaged in conversations about reading in as natural a way 
as possible, using the following questions. 

• Can you read? 

• Who do you know who can read? 

• When will you be able to read? 

• What will you have to do to be able to read? 

The questions were introduced to the conversation if the topics were not 
brought up spontaneously. 

A final question which was introduced to the conversation concerned the 
communicative function of text. The children were asked to point to where I 
read the story from*. All interviews were tape-recorded and then transcribed. 
Children's actions were recorded on a scoresheet. Codings of children's lit- 
eracy behaviour and concepts were made from these transcripts and scoresheets. 
Coding of responses. 

1. Understanding function of text: The children's answers to the ques- 
tion 'Where did I read that story from?' were coded according to 
whether they pointed to the pictures or to the text in response. 

2. Level of narrative produced: The children's sStories were coded for 
presence or absence of coherence — a measure which indicates the 
extent to which the language of the story stands alone and can be 
understood without the presence of the pictures in the book. 

3. Beliefs about reading: Each child's conversations were coded for belief 
in his or her ability to read, 

•4. References made during conversations about reading: The children's 
conversations were coded for presence or absence of explanatory 
references in relation to reading. 

Results 

What the Children Did with the Books 

All but three of the children were quite familiar with the practice of story-book 
reading, and showed interest in the book. They handled it correctly, and 
appeared familiar with the sequential, left-to-right nature of book-related be- 
haviour. Beyond this superficial similarity of behaviour, which showed an 
adequate grasp of the basic contracts of literacy, there was a great deal of 
variation in their responses. The responses to the initial invitation to read the 
story fell into three categories: 

1. looking at the book silently; 

2. attempting to construct a narrative from the sequence of pictures; and 

3. refusing to read the hook — sometimes unjustified and sometimes 
justified by "I can't' or *I don't know the story". 
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During the interviewers reading of the story-book, the children usually 
showed interest in the short and appealing story. The children's retelling of the 
story fell into the same three categories as their initial responses, although their 
responses to the second invitation were not always the same as their responses 
to the first invitation. Many more of the children attempted to reconstruct a 
narrative on the second invitation than had done so on the first, and for about 
half the children who told the story twice the second narrative was more 
coherent than the first. 

Changes over time 

There were no changes in the children's styles of response to the book -reading 
request; as many children 'read the pictures' or retold the story from memory 
at the end of the year as at the beginning. Generally speaking, the same child- 
ren responded in these ways each time. There were also no changes in the 
quality of the children's narratives; those children who were not able to retell 
the story coherently in the first term did not acquire this skill during the course 
of the year. There was no increase in the number of children refusing to tell 
the story, or looking at the book silently. This finding of no progression in 
story-book behaviour contradicts those studies which have shown changes in 
children's pre-1 iterate story-book reading (e.g., Sulzby, 1986). However it is 
noticeable that in samples where distinct progressions in children's early reading 
Lave been found, the context has been one of a favourite story-book, whereas 
in this study the children were deliberately presented with unfamiliar books. 
This suggests that such gains as children do make before school in story-book 
reading will not be evident with unfamiliar material. Further implications for 
the importance of affective involvement will be taken up again later. 

The difference between producing u narrative or not was related to the 
children's individual strategies for dealing with books rather than to any pro- 
gression in their behaviour. Those children who had story-telling skills did not 
stop using them, or even develop them during the year in the context of an 
unfamiliar book. Neither did those children who read silently or refused to 
read at the start of the sear switch to a strategy of telling the story. Overall, 
there was considerable stability in the children's behaviour towards the books. 
The changes that were seen during the year were changes in the children's 
concepts and beliefs. 

What the Children Said About Reading 

(Asterisked words are in Scottish dialect) 

1 Where the children said the story came from: 

In the first term, only twelve of the children had pointed to the text as the 
source of the story. By the third term this number had increased to twenty- 
seven. Roughly half the c hildren, then, had developed some awareness of 
the communicative function of print before they went to primary school. 
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Children's belief in their ability to read: 

In the first term, twenty-four of the children had asserted confidently that 
they could read. By the third term, this number had fallen to seven. Vir- 
tually all the children, then, had developed a sense of what reading was 
and had come to understand that it was something that they had yet to 
learn. The initial request to read the little book often provided the children 
with an opportunity for spontaneously voicing their thoughts about reading. 
It was at this point that many of the children revealed their own beliefs 
about reading, by justifying their refusal to read it. Some of the children 
were surprised, even incredulous, at the request. \ Vannae read* was a 
common response, although many of the children were not so explicit 
about their own abilities, saying merely i don't know that story'. 

This latter justification refers to the mere recounting of the story of 
course, a distinction which emerged from more and more conversations as 
the year wore on. It gradually became clear that some of the children were 
articulating two definitions of reading. The first (and primary) definition 
was that of reading as recounting the story with the aid of the book. The 
second definition, which came into play later in the year with many of 
the children, was that of reading as the interpretation of text, and was the 
definition that was emerging from the children's growing understanding of 
what it w as that readers did. As the children's definition of the activity of 
reading changed from a primary sense of retelling the pictures to a more 
detailed sense of understanding written words, the children's view of their 
own abilities inevitably had to change too. Seventeen of the children had 
shifted their view of themselves as readers in this way in the space of a 
few months. How did they manage this transition, this change in their 
view of themselves? The examination of the children's explanations of 
their leading threw light on this matter. 
5. Children's explanation of their reading ability: 

In some ways, how and whether the children explained their own reading 
ability was of more significance than whether they did or did not believe 
that they could read. Such explanations of their own ability indicate that 
they were attending to their own mental processes and to the context of 
the task of reading, as the following examples show: 

I can tell stones but I don't know how to read. 

I can only read one book — not that one. 

Issues of ownership also entered into the children's explanations. The 
little girl quoted at the beginning of the chapter had made a clear distinction 
between those stories which were 'hers', (and which provided contexts in 
which she could read) and those stories which were not hers, and which 
provided contexts in which her inability to read became apparent. 



I can know what G ran pa's stories are, but I don't know what your 
stories are. Don't know (he nursery stories or your stories. 
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This explanation was repeated by other children later on in the year: 
I ean read my own stories. 
*Aye I can. but I can t read these stories. 

I can just read Dumbo. I ve got a Dumbo book. I can read that. 
I cant read your little cat. 

In this regard, the children were doing much the same tiling as adults 
do when attributing reasons for ability: that is. they were citing the context 
rather than themselves as the cause of their failure. Some of their explan- 
ations foi failure invoked people rather than specific books as contexts. 

I can only read it to you if you read it first. 

My Mummy usually helps me. 

My Mum and Dad's got to read it and I read it to them. 

It was clear, then, that for some children their changing view of them- 
selves — the transition from reader to non- reader which was occasioned 
by their changing definition of reading — was explicitly managed by a set 
of explanations for their own ability which focused on the context of 
reading. The affective dimensions of these explanations were particularly 
striking, and deserve further mention. 
Children's references to hooks or stories: 

Many children appeared to be blaming the book itself foi their inability to 
read, and spoke with warm and encouraging tones of the books they had 
at home. 

I don't know how to read *wcc books. 
I can only read at my house. 

It w as clear that one of the things that the children's own books w ere 
giving them w as a context in w hich they could think ot themselves as 
readers, even though it was apparent to them thai they were not real' 
readers. Some of the children confessed in a confiding manner midway 
through the conversation that w hat they were doing w as not really reading 
and it was apparent that the two alternative definitions of reading were 
serving an important emotional function for these children. 
Children's references to other readers: 

Children's references to readers in their family (usually parents or grand- 
parents, but also siblings and friends) showed that, in addition to their 
books, the people they were attached to provided contexts in which they 
could think of themselves as readers. The questions aimed at developing 
the conversation beyond the 'Can you read?' response further supported 
the importance of these affective ties in relation to children's own ideas 
about reading. In response to the question Who else can read?' the children 
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had invariably responded with the names of their family and friends. Only 
when asked directly did some of the children include the nursery staff in 
their list of 'people who can read'. In response to the question 'When will 
you be able to read?', many children had responded by referring to school 
entry or to a particular age. However, there were also references to family 
members as teachers of reading. Some were spontaneous: 

I don't know how to read. Paul [brother! hasn't taught me yet. 

And some related to questions about learning to read: 

My Mummy will show me how to do it. 

(>. Dependence, power and relationships in becoming a reader: 

The children's shift in their definition of reading and the implication that 
the new definition had for their view of their own abilities, roots their 
identities as readers in their particular social context. Their prima ry defini- 
tion — that reading was recounting a known story from a book — had 
been based on the observ able and physical process of telling a story. Their 
new definition was based on an invisible mental process. While an under- 
standing of what it is that one doesn't know is an essential prerequisite to 
learning, it is vital for children's confidence in their own learning that they 
are not overwhelmed by this feeling of not knowing. The contradictory 
rationalizations cited in the previous section provide one example of the 
ways children have to shield their self-esteem from knowledge of their 
own limitations as readers. They acknowledged that they couldn't read the 
words, but nevertheless maintained that there were circumstances in which 
they could read' the story. 

Dependence and relative power was the theme of other areas of con- 
versation also. Heading was an ability attributed to older, more powerful 
people, and the children's conversations implicitly defined a future in which 
they, too, would be big, powerful, and able to read. The children's shift to 
an adult-like concept of reading was accompanied by an inevitable acknow- 
ledgment of their dependent status as readers. Here are two examples. 

Child A: I can t read without anybody doing it first. 

Can you read? 
Child B: No, but my sister reads all the stones for me. 

Clearly, any failure in relationships of dependency or trust with adults will 
have implications for the delicate balance of reading concepts and self- 
concepts that children create before they learn to read. 

Discussion 

Children's behaviour with books showed remarkably little change over the 
course of the year. The stories that they told, and the sophistication of these 
stories, did not change in any direction, suggesting that familiar contexts are 
necessary for the development of narrative skill. 
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What did change was the children's understanding of what reading involved 
(its relation to text) and their beliefs about their own abilities. The children's 
notions of text developed substantially during the year, but for many children 
the development of the knowledge that they could not read came in advance 
of any understanding of the communicative function of print. By the end of the 
year only half of the children had developed an understanding of the function 
of text. However nearly all the children had developed an understanding that 
they could not read. The implication is that some of the children knew only that 
they could not read, without knowing precisely what it was that they would 
have to do to learn to read. The position of these children, stands in strong con- 
trast to children who simply have not developed sophisticated notions of reading. 

Notable changes were seen in the children's beliefs about themselves as 
readers in the year prior to school entry. Although these changes were on the 
"whole positive, there were a few children who had developed negative atti- 
tudes towards reading even before entering school. For most of the children, 
stories centred around favourite books and sharing these with family members 
had provided them with contexts in which they could think of themselves as 
leaders before they began learning to read. Beliefs about the self invoke very 
strong emotions, and are highly likely to influence the children's first experi- 
ence of being taught to read. The initial beliefs about themselves as readers 
that the children have are bound to affect how children view* (and adjust to) 
the learning demands made on them in primary school. On entry to primary 
school children must adjust to a school -based literacy, which is sometimes 
defined as a solitary mental activity which may be quite different from the 
cooperative literacy experienced at home (Snow, et al. % 1991 >. Two implications 
from this study for encouraging literacy in the nursery are presented below. 

Messages for Teachers 

The first implication concerns the development in the children of active and 
accurate concepts of the invisible mental activity that constitutes reading. The 
understanding that when adults tell stories from books they first scan and 
decode the text is not immediately obvious to small children. Sharing the 
activity of reading and talking about it with individual children is of great 
importance in helping children to make this discovery. There were two groups 
of children who did not develop adult-like notions. The first group simply had 
poorly developed reading concepts, and didn't realize the text-based nature of 
reading. The second group had difficulty with the notion that they were un- 
able to read — presumably with the powerless ness which this implies. For 
both groups of children, shared reading ac tivities with dependable adults would 
advance their understanding of reading and of their own abilities. 

The second implication concerns the affective dimension of reading con- 
cepts implied in the children's references to their ownership of stories and 
relationships with storytellers and those who helped them to Mead'. The lack 
of progression seen in this sample (as opposed to others studies which used 
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favourite story-books) suggests that repetition and affective involvement in the 
same book over a period of time are crucial components of preschool literacy 
programmes. The importance of actually owning books has been demonstrated 
by an intervention study (McCormick and Mason, 1986) in which children 
were given deliberately simple little books to take home with them. 

The findings from this study point in the direction of encouraging literacy 
via active management of children's early experiences of literacy. Encouraging 
ownership of books, interactive reading sessions and family-literacy schemes 
are all ways of ensuring that children develop positive attitudes towards them- 
selves as readers before they begin learning to read. The strong affective 
component involved in ownership and relationships may well be one of the 
host routes to influencing children's beliefs about reading, and about their own 
reading ability, at an early stage in life. 

Conclusion 

Before children begin school, their concepts of reading develop in tandem 
with their concepts of themselves as readers. The process of becoming a 
learner reader requires that children maintain their self-esteem either by ration- 
alizing their inability to read or by trusting utterly in the ability of more pow- 
erful family members. The familiarity and pleasure invoked by children's early 
definitions of reading as story recounting result in the use of their oicn story - 
books to bolster their identity as readers. The implications for early year teach- 
ers are that literacy may Ix* encouraged by attention to joint storybook reading 
and to children's concepts of themselves as readers. 
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Summary 

This chapter examines the strategies adopted by two experienced 
reception-class teachers in the development of literacy. Two teachers 
were observed in their spontaneous interactions with children in re- 
lation to literacy. The teachers were also interviewed about their 
thoughts during these interactions. Data examined shows how teach- 
ers are operating on many levels in their interactions with children: 
cognitive, social and affective. The chapter looks at the multidimen- 
sionality of the classroom context and ways in which teachers adopt 
strategies to facilitate learning despite the changing experience from 
learning in the home to learning in the school setting. 



Introduction 

The task faced by the teacher of early literacy is a formidable one. Society, 
rightly, places great emphasis on the acquisition of literacy both as a means to 
further learning and as a desirable attribute in itself. In Kngland children start 
formal schooling just before they are 5 years old and already expectations are 
placed on teachers to produce results. 

Researchers into the teaching of reading are constantly seeking ways of 
improving and assisting practice. However, much research into teaching is 
disseminated in such a way as to give rise to a deficit model of teaching. Many 
research studies conclude with advice on how teachers should change; yet. 
other research has shown that, in fact, teachers are slow to change. Desforgcs 
and Cockburn (1987) discuss this point in relation to mathematics education 
and regret the huge gap between aspiration and achievement' where the large 
amount of advice given to teachers as a result of the developing understanding 
of how children learn mathematics is for the most part not implemented in 
classrooms. (See also Desforges, 1993). Perhaps a deficit model approach is 
not helpful in implementing change in so complex an environment. 
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Doyle (1986) describes the nature of the classroom environment as con- 
sisting of many elements; multidimensionality, simultaneity, immediacy, 
unpredictability, publicness and history. The pace of the action in a classroom 
is rapid and teachers are having to make moment-to-moment decisions about 
what they do in response to any number of demands: from children, other 
adults, external influences, personal circumstances and so on. This is particu- 
larly the case in a reception class where children come from a variety of 
previous experience with a whole range of different expectations about be- 
haviour, literacy, school and adults. 

Many researchers highlight the difficulties children may experience on 
starting school where the contexts for learning are essentially different from their 
experiences in the home, (Tizard and Hughes, 1984; Juliebo, 1985; Wells, 
1987), In the home the learning is often initiated by the child and usually takes 
place on a one-to-one basis with the adult who ensures the learning is within 
the child's frame of reference and related to previous experience. In school the 
child has to share the adult with up to thirty-five other children; the learning 
usually takes place in contexts predetermined by the teacher and can lack 
relevance to the child; the contexts are embedded in the here and now of the 
classroom rather than being placed within a network of shared experience as 
happens in parent- child interactions. 

This chapter considers what teachers of the youngest children in school 
do to assist early-literacy learning and analyses this to highlight possible rea- 
sons and implications. This is not a study of methods of teaching reading but 
a description of the interactions that occurred between two teachers, Mrs Devlin 
and Mrs Harris (names changed) and the children in their classes, as observed 
by the researcher over several weeks during one Summer term. The intention 
is to describe what happened in such a way as to enable practitioners to 
validate and extend their own practice and researchers to identify avenues for 
further enquiry. 

Method 

The research discussed here is part of a qualitative study into teacher decision- 
making in early-literacy classrooms. The study considered the practice of a 
small number of Knglish reception -class teachers. The teachers' practices dis- 
cussed here emphasize and take into account disparities between the learning 
experiences in the home and in the classroom. This part of the study was 
undetl a ken during the Summer term of 1993 in two reception classrooms in 
two different schools. The new children in these schools started in the term in 
which they were five. Therefore the classes observed had children who had 
been in for one or two terms and some who had just started school. 

Several extended visits were made to two classrooms in two different 
schools during the Summer term. The teachers were observed in their interac- 
tions with the children in relation to literacy during five morning or afternoon 
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sessions. These interactions took place within the context of five types of 
teacher behaviour: teacher- led class discussion; teacher reading to the class; 
teacher working with a group; teacher hearing readers; and teacher monitoring 
(i.e., overseeing children as they worked or played at given activities). At the 
end of each observation period the teacher was interviewed about her thoughts 
and intentions during the sessions. The interview schedule was flexible and 
various forms of open questions were used (e.g., 'What were you thinking 
when ...?). Clarification of particular points of practice and of particular in- 
cidents were similarly elicited. 

Observation and the subsequent interviews showed these teachers to be 
operating on many levels: to settle the newest children into the class; to intro- 
duce and develop aspects of literacy and to be adopting strategies that went 
some way towards bridging the gap between learning in the home and learning 
at school. They appeared to be addressing learning on many different levels: 
social, affective and cognitive, at the same time as building a structure for 
learning which facilitates the transition from home to school. 

Mrs Harris' class was in a small school in a village serving a rural commun- 
ity and Mrs Devlin's was in a school on an estate of mostly rented houses in 
a market town. The classes comprised children who were in their first year of 
formal schooling with the most recent starting school in the week of the first 
observations. The two teachers were experienced infant teachers, well thought 
of in their own schools and typifying a range of frequently found professional 
behaviours. 



Results and Discussion 

Analysis of the interviews that took place after each observation .show ed both 
teachers to Ik* operating on a variety of levels. When asked about their thoughts 
at a particular moment during the preceding session they would describe four 
identifiable areas of concern. 

Firstly there was a concern for the literacy learning that they thought 
would ensue from a particular activity or interaction. For example, in response 
to a question about what she was thinking when asking certain questions at 
the end of a story. Mrs Devlin said 

I suppose at the very basic level the idea that the story started and 
then something happened and then it ended. We've had the story 
before and I was looking to see if they remembered the names of the 
characters . . . 

Secondly there was a concern for the social learning of the children who 
had only recently started school. For example. Mrs Harris, in response to a 
question about a particular comment she had made about the way some chil- 
dren were spontaneously sharing books with each other, said 
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Table 9.1: 


Teachers' interview results over five sessions 




Type of statement response 


Cognitive 


Affective Social 


Management 


96 


46 35 


36 



That is what ! was really pleased with. Because they haven't been in 
school very long and they come in as such individuals and the fact 
that they've got to this stage . . . 

Thirdly there was evidence of a concern for the affective aspects of the 
child's development. Mrs Devlin, when describing her thoughts about a com- 
ment made to a child who had her book the wrong way up, said 

W e made light of that, she wasn't very confident in the first few days, 
tearful so that just went ... it was pointed out and I think she was able 
to cope with that and I think she is the sort of child that [ill will only 
happen once and then tomorrow or the next time will look to see her 
book is the right way up because she is that type of child. 

Fourthly there was a category that was initially designated as dilemma', 
but as the research developed it became clear that these dilemmas w ere mostly 
concerned with management issues such as time, number of children in the 
class, the different abilities of the class etc. As an example, Mrs Harris when 
discussing a particular group activity said 

We have talked a little bit about this — this you realise was the older 
group — and I've got some children that I'm very aware need stretch- 
ing and I'm conscious that I've given time to the new children a bit 
recently and I felt they needed something to really stretch them. 

Numbering these elements is not intended to imply any priority. When 
the statements made by the teachers at interview were analysed there were 
found to be twice as many statements relating to cognitive aspects as any of 
the other three concerns (see Table 9.1). However it should be noted that, 
whilst the questions posed were for the most part open, the teachers knew 
that the subject of the research was the teaching of reading and where the 
researcher did ask a more focused question this led more often to a cognitive 
answer than either of the other three areas of concern. Therefore it is clear that 
these other areas of concern were also of some significance to the teachers. 

The multidimensionality of the classroom referred to at the beginning of 
this chapter was most evident when, as was more usually the case, responses 
moved between concern for the child or children's literacy learning and affective 
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and /or social learning and management dilemmas for the teacher. Mrs Harris, 
when describing her thoughts during a re-reading of the Big Book version of 
Mrs Wishy Washy, said 

I was trying to get them to look at the print as we go along to notice 
different things, drawing their attention to some letters and not over- 
doing it so that you lose the story ... I don't want to spoil the story 
and I want to keep the momentum going. I chose that because it is 
tied in with the mud (a reference to a building site outside the class- 
room window which was of great interest to the children) and I just 
feel that this corporate saying of the story is very useful, a corporate 
way of a lot of children looking at print together — well it is so 
difficult fitting in reading with children separately so I do think that 
this is one of the ways that we can . . . 

It can be seen that, alongside these teachers' concern to develop early- 
literacy skills, lies a concern for other aspects of the child's development. 
These teachers are operating on more than one level at a time in their inter- 
action with children. Therefore it seems that criticisms of teachers of children 
starting school which look at task design (Bennett and Kell, 1989) or the 
disparity Ixween home and school contexts for learning (Tizard and Hughes, 
1984; Juliebo, 1985; Wells, 1987) demonstrate the problems but do not give 
sufficient credit to the attempts made by teachers to deal with these everyday 
professional concerns. Analysis of what teachers do can be a more powerful 
model for professional development than a deficit approach. 

Ease of transition from learning in the home to learning at school can be 
seen as one aspect where these teachers adopted strategies which went some 
way towards assisting the child in this transition. Evidence from this very small 
study suggests that teachers in reception classes can adopt .strategies that com- 
pensate for the differences in the learning context between home and school. 

The examples given below are not isolated ones but chosen from many 
similar ones in order to illustrate the point being made. 

Teacher Initiation of Learning 

Wells (1987), indicates how a great deal of the learning in the home takes 
place within an interaction initiated by the child. Obviously with a large class 
and specific aspects of curriculum to cover this cannot be possible. How ever, 
the teachers in this study had strategies they employed to engage the chil- 
dren's interest. 

For example. jVIrs Harris would often use suspense as a way of gaining the 
children's attention. On one occasion, with the whole class on the carpet and 
a large closed cardboard box in front of her, she stalled to tell a story about 
what she had done after school the previous evening which led to her going 
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to the schools' library service and choosing some new books. Another morn- 
ing there was a letter pinned to the easel addressed to the class. There was 
much speculation about what it could contain before it was opened to reveal 
a letter asking for details about a favourite television programme which intro- 
duced the writing activity for the morning. 

In another way many ideas were thrown into discussion in an apparently 
haphazard way but with the intention that for some children these might 
provide a springboard for further investigation. For example, at the end of a 
reading of Each Peach Pear Plum, a child asked Mrs Devlin where Robin 
Hood was in the picture and she replied I can see him, see if you can find 
him later'. Talking about this later she said, 

I thought maybe she would go back and look as she in fact did. It's 
a small book to use in the class and I wouldn't particularly want 
everybody clamouring around the pictures. The pictures are so clever 
the way they are made they are so beautifully illustrated, so the more 
you look the more you see. 



Frame of Reference 

Not only is the learning in the home initiated by the child but the adult is able 
to scaffold that learning supporting the child in the next step. An important 
part of doing this is the ability to place the learning within the child's frame 
of reference. The parent is in an ideal position to do this since he or she shares 
the experience of the child and can refer forward or back as appropriate. This 
is obviously much harder for classteachers. Whilst they may know something 
of the children's life out of school they cannot know event hi ng and they also 
cannot relate to thirty children's individual and idiosyncratic frames of ref- 
erence all at the same time. However, both teachers had strategies for coping 
with this situation. They would often break in during story -time to ask whether 
children had had experience of something that was referred to in the story; for 
example, a bus journey when. 1 those who had not been on a bus were re- 
minded about watching a bus going past the school. 

The .same thing happened on a one-to-one basis, particularly when the 
teacher was sharing a book with a child. When Joe met the word parade* in 
his reading book, Mrs Harris asked him if he had ever been to a parade. When 
he said that he had not she probed until she could find some meeting of his 
experience with the idea of a parade, 

Have you ever been to the carnival in . . . (names neighbouring large 
townl? Have you ever been to a fancy dress party? You like dressing 
up don't you, Joe? Well if we had a parade in the village people would 
dress up and . . . 
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She goes on to explain a parade. Afterwards Mrs Harris said, 

Well I think I was trying to bring it to the child's experience, it s 
exploring it a little bit. It [lack of understanding] detracts from the 
understanding of the text ... I was just checking it out just seeing 
where he was at. 

Both teachers did this frequently in relation to text. They were constantly 
relating text to life, life to text and text to text. The first two of these interactional 
sequences are as referred to by Marilyn Cochrane-Smilh (19H--*). 

1. text to life: 

When Ben was reading a story in which a dog appears, Mrs Devlin 
interrupted to ask him whether he had a dog at home. 

2. life to text: 

Mrs Harris was reading some poems from a new poetry book and 
said. You might guess why I'm reading this next poem, it s called 
Mandy Likes Mud." The children knew immediately as there was a 
new classroom being built outside their window and they had been 
watching a digger working in the mud the day before. 

3. text to text: 

When Mrs Devlin was reading Tidy Titch by Pat Hutchins she lust 
talked about the nickname Titch and related it to the names. Biff, 
Chip and Kipper in the Oxford Reading Tree books. She also drew 
the children's attention to the author and reminded them that they 
had recently had Rosies Walk by the same author read to them. 

Routines or f 'nrmats 

Another key feature of learning in the home is the existence of routines that 
provide a basis for many interactional opportunities. Both teachers were keen 
to establish routines early on in the term with the new children. These ap- 
peared to have both a cognitive and social purpose. Brunei (1977) believes 
that for learning to take place appropriate social interactional frameworks must 
be provided — he refers to these as scaffolding'. Thus the parent provides 
contexts and routines that are familiar to the child, she (for it is usually the 
mother) is finely tuned to the capabilities and capacities of her child and helps 
the child to develop within the supporting framework provided. 

Mrs Devlin always chose a child to be the 'leader', for the day. The leader' 
was the person who took the register to the office, stood in front of the line 
to go to dinner etc. This clearly had an important social function in maintain- 
ing an order within the classroom, but it was also used to illustrate a use of 
literacy. Hach day a label was made saying w ho was to be the leader. At first 
the label was made by the class teacher but gradually the children themselves 
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were encouraged to make their own labels. These labels were also used for 
reading practice at times when the children were lining up near to the sign. 
When the establishment of routines was discussed with Mrs Devlin, she stressed 
the importance of establishing these and said, 

Once they are aware of it most children enjoy it. It's security but you 
can see the development. This morning was the first time they had 
made their own notices about who is the leader. Thinking about it last 
night (I thought that) hopefully they will see what s going on and do 
that without me having to say. That will be all part of being the leader, 
that you make the poster to let everybody know. 

And also, on another day. 

There's always a lot of hustle and bustle about who's going to be the 
leader, who's going to be first in line. I put that [a signl there and 
throughout the day I will say many times Naomi is our leader today.' 
I do make sure we use the words that are actually written there and 
hopefully they will recognise the words. 



Attitudes 

Children grow up in an environment where those people close to them are 
constantly displaying attitudes and giving opinions which become for the child 
an accepted way of responding. Children are not told to like the family dog 
or support Manchester I'nited so much as absorb these attitudes as taken for 
granted until further experience leads them to question. Whilst many children 
will come to school with a positive attitude to books and reading, others may 
either have no really strong feelings or think of books as being to do with 
learning to read as an end in itself. Both teachers worked hard to establish 
positive attitudes to books and reading through what they said, the way they 
said it and the way they reacted to children's reading or treatment of books. 

When introducing some new books collected from the school's library 
serv ice, Mrs Harris emphasized the beautiful' books and talked about the fun' 
they would have reading them. Afterwards she said. I thought how gorgeous 
these books are and aren't these children lucky to have such beautiful books 
and I do want them to like them too.' 



Feedback 

Juliclx) ( 198S) reports that in the home constant feedback is given to encour- 
age a sense of success, i lowevcr, at school errors were often corrected w ithout 
explanation. This did not seem to be the case with the two teachers observed 
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in this study. Feedback was given in a positive way where the teachers felt it 
was appropriate or often errors were left without comment and something 
successful was chosen for comment. When asked whether they criticized chil- 
dren's reading or writing. Mrs Harris said, 

I try to do this more by encouragement than criticism, you have to 
think what's appropriate for this age group. I do criticise just occasion- 
ally and I can tell you the two it would have been this morning . . . Amy 
is the type of child who I'd not criticise but put it beforehand saying 
what I want her to concentrate on and then if she didn't deliver the 
goods I would say 'are you satisfied with that? 

Mrs Devlin commented, 

I criticise writing rather than reading. I do criticise work that we ac- 
tually record in our books if I feel it's appropriate. Matthew responds 
xvell — he will go back and have another go. It wouldn't be worth 
criticising at the moment Joanna or Michelle — I wouldn't use that 
approach with them yet. 

Appropriateness to the Individual Child 

This theme of appropriateness to the individual child is one that recurs again 
and again. Although this was not necessarily apparent in my observations, it 
was striking how often in the post-observation interview the matching of re- 
sponse to child was mentioned. This occurred in a variety of different ways. 
Sometimes it was. as above, when the type of response was as deemed appro- 
priate to the child, other times it was the content of the response. An example 
of this which goes some way to demonstrate the multidimensional^)' of the 
teacher's behaviour is when on one occasion, Mrs Harris, while working with 
the whole class on the carpet, directed a question about the letter *r* to Andrew. 
This was one of a series of questions about letters in a word that were directed 
at children apparently at random. When asked afterwards why she had chosen 
Andrew for that particular question Mrs Harris replied, 

Because, although he seems bright and on the ball I've found that he 
doesn't actually know all the letters quite and I thought he knew the 
ones in his name so I thought that was one that I was going to be able 
to reinforce and he was going to get. But also, I had noticed he was 
wriggling, wasn't he, and it was a way of drawing him in, but that was 
why I chose that letter. 

Mrs Devlin explained how she had different expectations for different 
children at different times. Here she is describing her expectations of two girls 
in a writing group. 
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Katie and Jennifer were very happy to go on and write on their own 
today, they're not terribly confident usually. Yesterday they worked 
very closely with me on letter shapes and looking at words and actu- 
ally writing words down — so I just wanted to see what they could 
do by themselves. To give them a bit of confidence and they were 
quite pleased with what they had done in the end. 

These are some selected examples of the ways in which experienced 
infant teachers help children learn in the new context of the classroom. This 
is not to say that they deliberately compensate for the context — in fact not 
once in the interviews did the teachers mention that this was their intention. 
However, as experienced teachers, sensitive to the ways children learn, they 
knew implicitly to employ these strategies to enable children to make a smooth 
transfer to school learning. 

Messages for Teachers 

This chapter does not seek to imply that the difficulties outlined at the begin- 
ning are not real. They undoubtedly are. Constraints on time and curriculum 
coverage together with the different experience and maturity of children as 
they start school make the role of the reception teacher a complex and difficult 
one. However, by employing strategies similar to those of the parent, yet 
adapted to fit the different context and demands of the classroom, the teacher 
can help effect a smooth transition from home to school learning. 

Teachers operate on main' levels in their interactions with children and 
these are all necessary given the age and maturity of the children and the 
importance of reception -class learning in providing a foundation for the child's 
cognitive, social and affective development. It must be recognized that this 
study, whilst acknowledging the good practice undertaken by teachers has not 
considered the way in which the teachers' efforts impact upon the individual 
child. Much of the interaction recorded was on a one-to-one basis and, inevit- 
ably, the larger the class the less attention an individual child will receive. The 
dilemmas caused by the number of children and their stage of development 
were high in the minds of the teachers and were issues which they returned 
to again and again in the post -observation interviews. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has attempted to highlight the practice of experienced teachers of 
early literacy and to analyse the ways in which this addresses the social, 
affective and cognitive needs of the young learner. It is hoped that there is 
much here that teachers can use to validate and extend their own practice. 
There are also issues raised that warrant further investigation to ascertain the 
impact of this practice on the learners themselves, 
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Summary 

It is argued that the teacher (adult /parent at home or professional at 
school) has a most important role in helping children develop as 
readers. It is a role which is sometimes diminished by attention to 
methodologies and materials. Three areas are exp'ored; (i) the home 
context with particular attention. to environmental print, story reading 
and shared reading and opportunities for writing; (ii) classroom organ- 
ization and the management of literacy events; and (iii) the teacher s 
role during shared readings. Transcript evidence is presented to pro- 
vide a class room -research basis. 



Introduction 

In any debate which takes place on how children learn to read the emphasis 
of the debate can be diverted frequently into dichotomous views about the 
methodologies and /or philosophies which underpin the teaching which is to 
take place. For example, the phonic-whole word debate has been with us for 
at least a quarter of a century (ChalL 1967). And more recently that debate has 
developed into a phonics-Whole Language debate (Goodman, 1986); expressed 
perhaps as phonics-real books in the UK. It is a debate in which I have been 
prepared to participate (Campbell, 1992). However, on this occasion I wish to 
concentrate instead on a feature which is common to both views. That feature 
is the important role of the teacher in aiding the reading development of 
young children. Frank Smith ( 1978) indicated the importance of that role very 
boldly — as one might expect — when he stated 'A teacher is one of the most 
important people in the beginning readers life, and can make the difference 
between success and failure. . teachers have a crucial role* (p. 137). That 
crucial role needs to be explored, before we do so we need to consider to 
whom we are referring when we use the term teacher*. 
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The Teacher 

It is useful to think of the teacher as that person who facilitates, supports, 
guides, instructs and encourages children with literacy learning. The teacher in 
that sense is the parent, or other significant adult at home, and the teacher at 
school. 

We know from a variety of studies of the key role that parents at home 
can play in enabling young children to develop as readers. Clark (1976) in her 
study of young fluent readers indicated that the children who had learnt to 
read before arriving at school had the advantage of an interested adult with 
time to devote to them at the stage when they were interested in reading — 
either to read to them, talk with them, or answer their questions' (p. 102). That 
view is extended because literacy is increasingly being recognized as a 
sociopsycholinguistic activity in which that term emphasizes the importance ot 
the adult — child interaction as well as recognizing the thought and language 
processes (Teale and Sulzby, 1989). When literacy learning is viewed in that 
way the important role of the teacher in school is placed in the foreground, 
although not necessarily as a direct instructor. 

However, the teacher role is important in temis of providing the print-rich 
environment in which literacy can be learnt (facilitator); being available to aid 
the child in what he or she is attempting to achieve (support); moving the 
learning along in particular ways when needed ( guide); providing some direct 
teaching when the child requires information (instruct); and letting the chil- 
dren know when aspects of their learning are successful (encourage). 

What are some of the important features at home and at school in which 
the parent and teacher enable the children to learn to read? 



Learning to Read at Home 

We aw aware of the occasional report which seems to indicate that a child has 
learnt to read without adult support (Torrey, 1969). However, those reports are 
dwarfed in comparison witli the information we have on children who have 
learnt to read because of the literacy activities which were provided by, most 
usually, a parent. In particular we can consider the contact with environmental - 
print, story reading, shared reading and opportunities for writing. 

Children are surrounded, in our culture, by environmental print and it 
would appear that John in the Torrey (1969) study learnt to read from that 
print largely unaided. However, in most circumstances young children learn 
from that environmental print because a parent, or other adult, answers ques- 
tions about the print. Or more directly the parent draws the child's attention 
to the print. Case studies, often by parents, demonstrate the power of adults 
and children talking about the environmental print at home and more widely 
(Laminack, 1991). 

It has been argued by Wells (1986) that story reading, by parents to 
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children during the preschool years, is associated significantly with children's 
subsequent literacy developments. Those story readings not only teach about 
books, pages, left -to-right directionality etc., they also enable children to learn 
about story structure, discourse patterns and language. Where such interac- 
tions are developed in a relaxed and enjoyable atmosphere, with interesting 
books, they will create the possiblity of a child who wants to read (Meek 
1988). 

The story readings develop subsequently into shared readings on occa- 
sions. They do so because children will wish to demonstrate their familiarity 
with a text and a growing understanding of reading. The adult in such circum- 
stances will need to provide time to share the book with the child and to use 
strategies that will support the young reader towards greater independence as 
a reader (Campbell, 1990). 

Other studies also tell us about the importance of providing opportunities 
for writing. Schickedanz ( 1990) indicated that Adam was provided with paper 
with various lines and shapes. The boy used that paper to scribble, to differ- 
entiate eventually between drawing and writing, and subsequently to develop 
his understanding of orthography, phonemes, words, spellings etc. He did so, 
we could argue, because the parents had facilitated the learning by providing 
materials and then supported that learning by talking about the writing with 
the child. 



Learning to Read at School 

The importance of the teacher in helping children to read at school is almost 
self-evident. After all the teacher will have as a first responsibility the need to 
organize the classroom so that literacy learning can occur and second will 
have to provide the day-to-day management within the classroom so that the 
learning is made effective. That organization will involve the development of 
a library corner, listening area, writing centre and play area with suitable 
materials to encourage literacy activities. (See for instance Hall and Abbott, 
1991 ). It will also require an organization of the day to enable class, group and 
individual literacy activities to take place. Such activities, and the transitions 
between them, require skilful management. 

The primary-school teacher, of course, has to attend to a wide range of 
subject demands (in England the ten National Curriculum subjects). This re- 
quirement should concentrate attention rather than deflect the teacher from 
the prime purpose which is to develop children's literacy. Cambourne (1988) 
demonstrated the emphasis that might be needed by suggesting that the first 
two hours of the school day should be devoted to 'language'. That emphasis 
reflects the view that the amount of time spent on reading and writing will 
relate directly to the success of literacy teaching (Harris, 1979). Good organ- 
ization, management and use of time are not achieved easily; they require a 
skilful teacher if they are to be capitalized on to the pupils* advantage. 
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That organization, management and time, of course, is there to provide 
the basis for a range of literacy activities. The knowledgeable teacher will 
ensure that story reading, shared reading, hearing children read, sustained 
silent reading, reading-writing connections, topic work, writing for real pur- 
poses and use of the environmental and classroom print are all used as vehicles 
in the development of children's literacy. Furthermore, that they are achieved 
not just mechanistically but by a teacher who demonstrates an infectious 
enthusiasm for reading. The daily assessment of the children's reading and 
writing, whether informally or more formally on occasions such as the Standard 
Assessment Tasks in the National Curriculum, ensures that the teacher knows 
about the children's literacy development and therefore about their learning 
needs. Ongoing assessments occur as the teacher observes, interacts and analy- 
ses the literacy efforts of the children (Goodman, 1989). 

It has been suggested that the role of the teacher is important in providing 
an organization, management and an effective use of time leading to a range 
of literacy activities. But, it is not sufficient to consider the importance of the 
teacher only at this macro-level. It is also necessary to evaluate the nature of 
the interactions between the teacher and the child in order to recognize the 
important features of the teacher's role at the micro-level. 

Clearly it is not possible, here, to provide a micro-analysis of the teacher 
role during all of the literacy activities which have been suggested earlier. The 
following concentrates on one of them, the teacher role during shared readings. 

Aspects of the Teacher Role During Shared Readings 

During shared readings teachers will take on a range of responsibilities. They 
might sit alongside the child while the book is being selected and this can lead 
to discussions about the book, the title, the author, the illustrations and per- 
haps some discussion of the characters in the story. These discussions might 
continue when the story is about to be shared and be extended to making text- 
to-life connections and predictions about the story. 

However, once the story begins to be read the role of the teacher as a 
support, guide, instructor and encourager becomes emphasized and it is evi- 
dent that the role requires sophisticated teaching as the teacher responds to 
the child's reading. 

In order to clarify that view let us look at part of a shared reading between 
a teacher and 5-year-old Richard who was reading from Eric Carle's The Very 
Hungry Caterpillar. We will only consider the start of that interaction, al- 
though the complete reading of the story has been reported elsewhere 
(Campbell, 1992). In the transcripts, any muling of the lxx)k by either teacher or 
child, is indented further to the right. Hesitations in reading are indicated by //. 

Richard: I've got Ihe Hungry Caterpillar. 
Teacher: It is The Hungry Caterpillar, isn't it? 
Shall we read it together? 
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Richard: Yeah. 
Teacher: Come on then. 
In 



Richard. In the 

T/R (The teacher and Richard reading alongside each other. The first 
named indicates who might I>e leading the reading.) 
light 

Richard: of the moon 

the-the(a) 
T/R: little 
Richard-. egg 
Teacher: Yes. 
Richard: lay on a leaf. 
Teacher: Yes. 

It lay on a leaf, didn't it? 

Can you see the egg? 
Richard: Yeah Yeah. 

Yeah but the other day I looked at the pictures and I 

thought it was a hole. 
Teacher: Did you? (Laughs) 

There are several notable features of that opening to the shared reading. 

1. The invitation to 'read it together', with me rather than to me, might be 
important, as Waterland (1998) suggested. Those words should indicate to the 
child that it is a collaborative activity rather than a test of the child's reading. 
Of course, the teacher then has to demonstrate throughout the interaction that 
the collaboration is real, the words are meant, and is reflected in the teacher's 
behaviour. 

2. There was a continuous changing from the teacher leading the reading 
to the child reading with the teacher in support. And that is achieved because the 
teacher is in tune with what the child is able to do. The teacher drops into the 
background, mediates or supports directly according to need. In practice, this is 
less staccato than might at first sight seem to be the case from reading the transcript. 

3- Simple miscues such as 'the' for 'a' received no teacher response be- 
cause meaning was being maintained by the 5-year-old as he proceeded with 
bis reading. This suggests, perhaps, a teacher knowledgeable about reading 
and about miscue analysis and therefore able to make informed responses 
(including non-responses) according to the nature of the miscue. 

4. The end of a page provided the natural break from the reading to allow 
a very brief discussion of part of the story, facilitating the child's understanding 
of the story. 

The reading then continued. 

Teacher: Come on then. 
R/T One 
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Richard. SummertSunday) 

My mum's got The Hungry Caterpillar— it's — my mum s 
got — ive got that book like you. 

One Summer's( Sunday) day( morning) the warm sun 

came out(up) and — pop! 
Eh. 

T/R out 
Richard: of the egg 

a very (came) 
Teacher: came 

Richard: came a tiny and very hungry caterpillar. 
Teacher: It did come up didn't it one morning? 
Yes. 

5. The teacher did not mediate when Richard read: One summer s day the 
warm sun came out . . / for the text words of One Sunday morning the warm 
sun came up . . .' But. notice how at the end of the page the teacher not only 
praised the reading but also modelled the correct reading to some extent with: 
It did come up didn't it one morning.' In particular the teacher included the 
text words of up' and 'morning' into the praise given to the child. 

6. The teacher provided the words 'out' and came* where feedback and 
these words appeared to be needed, in order, perhaps, to maintain a flow to 
the reading. 

7. The teacher continued to move in and out of the role as reader accord- 
ing to Richard's perceived needs. 

Subsequently the teacher encouraged Richard to continue with the read- 
ing by asking a question. 

Teacher. What did he start to do? 
Richard: He looked! started) 
Teacher: No. 

Richard: He starts! started ) 
Teacher: Yes. 

He started 
Richard: to look for (some) food. 
Teacher: He did. 

He started to look for some food. 

8. The teacher used a number of different responses in order to support 
the reading. 

• No' given as a soft non-punitive response — to inform the reader ot 
a miscue; 

• Yes' fie started' — to confirm the reading but also to provide a 
model of the verb ending as it appeared in the book; 

IM 
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• 'He did. 1 'He started to look for some food/ — to provide further 
confirmation, and praise for the reading, but also to provide a model 
of the sentence to complete the reading of the page. 

The teacher then encouraged Richard to continue reading and here the 
rhythm of the writing and the sentence which seems to delight young children 
— 'But he was still hungry.' — enabled Richard to provide a more conven- 
tional reading. 

Teacher. Yes. 
Richard: On Monday 



he ate through 

two peppers( pears) 
Teacher: They do look a bit like peppers. 
And they do begin with a *p\ 
But they might be something else, do you think? 
Richard: pineapples — eh — 
Teacher: Do you think they're pears? 
Richard: Yeah. 
T/R: two pears, 

Richard: Eh. 

but he was 

still hungry. 
Teacher: He was still hungry, wasn't he? 

9. The teacher mediated the miscue of 4 p ppers' for 'pears' by emphasiz- 
ing the phonemic aspect of the miscue. They do look a bit like peppers. And 
they do begin with a p\' 

10. Subsequently the teacher provided a more substantial scaffold by asking 
'Do you think they're pears?* 

If we look more closely at some of the examples from the shared reading 
and present them in a slightly different format in order to concentrate upon the 
miscue of the reader and the teacher response to that miscue (rather than 
including all the details from the interaction) then we can detect a number of 
different responses serving a variety of purposes. 

1. Mtscues which retain the essential meaning of the story may receive a 
non-resfxmse from the teacher. That non-mediation from the teacher keeps the 
reader involved with the story and emphasizes meaning in the shared reading. 



he ate through 
one apple. 
But he was still 
hungry. 



Teacher: He was, wasn't he? 
Richard: On Tuesday 



A*-? 




The Importance of the Teacher 



Richard. In the light of the moon 

the(a) little egg lay on a leaf. 
Teacher: — 

2. The teacher might want to respond to those miscues which detract from 
the meaning of the text. One useful strategy for the teacher to use is to mediate 
and read part of the sentence that leads up to the miscued word. And, impor- 
tantly, to do so with a rising intonation that invites the child back as the reader. 
(As the teacher did later in this shared reading). 

That word cueing strategy is a simple one but it does create a minimal 
disruption to the reading; it informs the reader of the need to reconsider a 
word, but it does so by maintaining the focus upon the text. Children do 
appear to be helped by this teacher strategy, 

Richard: one cupcake and 

one slice of salamiC watermelon). 
Teacher: one slice 
Richard: one slice of watermelon, 

3. At other times the teacher might simply inform the reader that the 
prediction had not worked and to do so by using the soft no' that is non- 
punitive but informative (Smith, 1971). Again the use of that simple strategy 
worked albeit that Richard just corrected the verb without also getting the verb 
ending accurate following the teacher response. 

Richard: He looked(started) 
Teacher: No. 

Richard: He starts( started) 
Teacher: Yes. 

He started 

4. Occasionally the teacher might just provide the word for the reader, 
most probably in order to maintain the flow of reading from the child. 

Richard: out of the egg 

a very(came) 
Teacher: came 

Richard: came a tiny and very hungry- caterpillar. 
However the teacher would want to avoid using that particular strategy 
too often as it does not require the child to process the text and it might 
make the reader over reliant upon the teacher. In a shared reading on 
another occasion it was evident that another pupil, Jason, had become 
over reliant upon his teacher — or he had decided to encourage his 
teacher to do the reading for him (Campbell, 19H8). 
Jason: He can // 
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Teacher: 


make 


Jason. 


make // 


Teacher: 


Black 


Jason. 


Black // 


Teacher: 


Pony 


Jasom 


Pony // 


Teacher: 


run 


Jason. 


run // 


Teacher: 


fast. 


Jason. 


fast. 



Jason was using, apparently, a hesitation (// ) in his reading in order to get the 
teacher to read the text. As teachers we would probably wish to avoid such 
episodes. After all, the purpose of the shared reading interaction, while main- 
taining the interest and enjoyment of the reader, is to encourage the child 
towards independent and silent reading, rather than remaining reliant upon 
the teacher. 

5. Although non-response y word cueing, a soft no' and providing the 
word might predominate as the teacher responds to the reader s miscues, 
because they should keep the child involved with the text, other strategies 
would also be used on occasions. These would include drawing the reader's 
attention to the letters and associated sounds in a word. There was a simple 
example of this in Richards shared reading. 

Richard: he ate through 

two peppers( pears) 

Teacher: They do look a bit like peppers. 

And they do begin with a p\ (letter sound) 
But they might be something else, do you think? 

Richard: pineapples — eh — 

Reminding the child to use the graphophonic cue system will be part of the 
guidance that the teacher provides. 



Messages for Teachers 

The teacher will use a variety of responses to a child's miscues according to 
perceived needs of that child. However, the teacher will also be guided by a 
number of principles which provide the rationale for those responses. The 
teacher will attempt to keep the child involved with the story by providing a 
minimal interruption to the reading (e.g., non-response, word cueing and 
provide the word). In that way the child is encouraged to remain as an active 
learner in the process of reading (Donaldson, 1989). Furthermore, the teacher 
will want to use strategies (e.g., word cueing ) that not only help the child with 
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the reading immediately but also might suggest strategies for the future when 
reading independently. 

The importance of the role of the teacher is further underlined if we look 
again, briefly, at one section of Richard's reading. 

Teacher: What did he start to do? 
Richard. He looked(started) 
Teacher: No. 

Richard. He starts(started) 
Teacher: Yes. 

He started 
Richard. to look for (some) food. 
Teacher: He did. 

He started to look for some food. 

The question to be asked is whether Richard miscued with looked* for 
started' or whether he was answering the question What did he start to do?* 
The answer to that question is difficult to establish but it is possible that the 
teacher encouraged Richard to produce what appeared to tx; a miscue but in 
reality was not. 

That negative example (and the example from Jason's shared reading) 
does not detract from the view of the importance of the teacher. Indeed, 
arguably it strengthens the view that the teacher's role is of considerable im- 
portance in helping children learn to read. That importance is not only in the 
initial organization and management of the classroom and time for literacy 
activities, it is also in the fine detail of teacher behaviour during those literacy 
interactions. 



Conclusion 

This chapter finishes where it started with a bold quote from Frank Smith, who 
stated 'Methods can never ensure that children learn to read. Children must 
learn from people." (p. 34). Those people, mostly parents at home and teach- 
ers in school, have an important role to play in the development of children's 
literacy. And it is a role which is sometimes diminished in attention to meth- 
odologies, apparatus and materials. But it should not be. The importance of 
the knowledgeable, skilful and enthusiastic teacher in helping children to learn 
to read needs to remain a central focus of inquiry. 



References 

Camuoi rm . K. U988) 11*' »M' Story. Xatuml Learning and the Acquisition i>f Lit- 
eracy in the Classroom. Auckland, Ashton Scholastic. 

lib 



R. Campbell 



Caahmikll, R. (1988) Hearing Children Head, London, Routledge. 

Campkkll. R. (1990) Reading Together, Buckingham. Open University Press. 

Campbell, R. (1992) Reading Real Books, Buckingham, Open University Press. 

Ciiall, J. (196* 7 ) teaming to Read: Ihe Great Debate, New York, Met; raw- Hi li. 

Clark, M M. ( 1976) Young Fluent Readers, London. Heinemann Educational. 

Donaldson, M. (1989) Sense and Sensibility, Reading. Reading and Language Informa- 
tion Centre, University of Reading Schcx>l of Education. 

Goodman. K. (1986) What's Whole in Whale Lmguaget Portsmouth, NH, Heinemann 
Educational. 

Goodman, Y. (1989) Evaluation of students', in Goodman. K., Goodman, Y. and Hood, 
W. (Eds) V?e Whole Utuguage Evaluation Book, Portsmouth. NH. Heinemann 
Educational. 

Hall. N. and Ainu m , L. (1991) Play in the Primary School, London, Hodder and 
Stoughton. 

H arris, A.J. ( 19^9) The effective teacher of reading, revisited'. Ihe Reading Teacher, 33. 

Laminack. L. (1991) Learning with Zachary, Richmond Hill. Ontario, Scholastic 
Publications. 

Mkfk. M. (1988) How Texts Teach What Readers /.cam. Stroud, Thimble Press. 
SuncM-DANZ, J.A. ( 1990) Adam s Righting Revolutions: One child s literacy development 

from infancy through Grade One, Portsmouth. NH, Heinemann. 
Smith, E. (1971) Understanding Reading, New York, Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 
Smith, F. (1978) Reading. Cambridge. Cambridge University Press. 
Smith, F. (1992) Reading Today, 10. 2. 

Tkalk, W'.H. and Silzijy, E. (1989) 'Emergent literacy: New perspective^, in Strk kland, 
D.S. and Morrow, L.M. (Eds) Emerging Literacy: Young Children Learn to Read 
and Write, Newark. Delaware, International Reading Association. 

Torrkv, JAV. (1969) Learning to read without a teacher: A case study". Elementary 
English. 46, pp. SSO-6. 

Waitrland. L. (1988) Read with Me. An Apprenticeship Approach to Reading. Stroud 
Thimble Press. 

VTki.i>, G. (1986) The Meaning Makers. Childwn Learning Language and t 'sing Lan- 
guage to Leani, London, Hodder and Stoughton. 



146' 



Chapter 11 



Stance, Meaning and Voluntary 
Reading 



M. Hunter-Carsch 



Summary 

This chapter advances the view that the reading process is essentially 
enact ive, interactive, creative and involves recreation of meaning. The 
levels of meaning to which the reader has access are shown to be 
affected by experience, stance', motivation, the value attached to the 
text and the nature of the text. This view is drawn from several frames 
of reference including (i) philosophical perspectives employing logi- 
cal analysis of reading development, (ii) cross-cultural considerations 
and (iii) observational research in schools and libraries exploring 
reading development, voluntary reading and student teachers' views 
at the beginning of their course of training. 

Introduction 

In recent media debates about the alleged falling of standards of children's 
reading, it has largely been assumed that there is a shared understanding 
amongst professionals and between professionals and the laity, about what 
counts as being able to read, and what is meant by 'reading standards'. 

Conflict reported in the media has focused on particular methods of 
teaching reading. These are approaches referred to generally as the traditional 
method' which includes an emphasis on teaching phonic skills ( part of 
reading) and uses graded vocabulary' texts (reading schemes) for practising 
reading, versus the approach which is referred to in the I'K as 'real books'. 
The latter is associated with an emphasis on reading for meaning' of the whole 
story. In the UK this has come to be termed variously as the 'story method', 
the 'story approach', or relatedly, the 'apprenticeship approach'. Each of these 
variations differs in some aspects of practice, I nit tends to share the common 
emphasis on 'meaning'. 

In the USA the debate centres on traditional ( basal' reading schemes) 
versus the 'Whole Language' approach. The stakes are high as publishers 
frequently obtain substantial orders as a result of state-policy decisions to 
employ particular schemes. 
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Until the very recent and well publicized attention to research into the 
place of phonological awareness in learning to read, (e.g., Goswami and Bryant, 
1990; Goswami, 1993) this essentially false polarization of 'phonies' and 'real 
books' approaches to teaching reading was facilitating a shift of attention from 
the methodological issues and the underlying issues concerning theoretical 
perspectives, to the personalizing and manipulation of images of kinds of 
teachers'. In the extreme, these led to the image of 'the old fashioned teacher' 
(considered by supporters of phonics and schemes to be reliable and thor- 
ough) and the trendy books' approach (considered to be careless and lack- 
ing in rigour ) (see also Morris, 1993). 

Despite, or perhaps even because of the current swing in fashion in 
England and Wales towards regarding the teaching of phonics in a somewhat 
more favourable light, it is pertinent to note that the results of selective and 
unsystematic media presentations of the debate' included not only distortions 
but also the loss of opportunities to share knowledge which had l>een pub- 
lished over a considerable period of time. Sources of highly relevant informa- 
tion include government publications such as the Bullock Report (OES, 1975), 
recent HMI reports and discussions by eminent researchers. One such re- 
searcher wrote eloquently on the subject, advising Sense and Sensibility in the 
Teaching of Literacy' (Donaldson, 1989). That paper anticipated the most recent 
wave of reductionist thinking and warned about the dangers of false 
polarizations on the subject. 

Given the attention it deserves, Donaldsons paper might be employed to 
undo some of the damage caused by populist ic perspectives which have had 
a divisive and destructive impact on both professional discourse and on the 
laity who are becoming increasingly involved with the decision-making pro- 
cesses, (e.g.. participation on school governing bodies whose responsibilities 
include becoming sufficiently well informed to assist in matters affecting the 
curriculum). 

Until there is agreement about what constitutes reading*, it is unlikely that 
any valid comparisons can be made of standards of reading, over time, in dif- 
ferent locations, with different populations. The problem of comparing read- 
ing standards of different groups or of the same group over time, is compounded 
if different methods of measurement are employed. 

The problem is further compounded when attempts are made to explain 
seeming differences as being largely attributable to a single cause, in this 
instance, the teaching method (Lake, 1991; 1992). 

Politically and economically, not to mention ethically, the implications for 
teacher education are profound. It is an issue that we cannot afford to neglect. 

A Matter of Stance and Meaning 

The idea of stance', in this context, is intended to differentiate Ivtween diverse 
frames of reference which separate different disciplines variously employed in 
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education and curricular perspectives (e.g., history, linguistics, philosophy, 
psychology, sociology). The use of the term stance' thus seeks to avoid the 
seeming permanence and missionary overtones sometimes associated with 
'positions', •arguments' or 'methods'. While retaining the slight distance nor- 
mally attributed to detached observation, 'stance' can be taken to respect inter- 
disciplinary perspectives and to maintain flexibility. It can be taken to include 
those perspectives from the arts which make possible the artist's facility in 
adjusting focus from far-distance to close-up and the agility of imager)' of the 
choreographer who can simultaneously inhabit' the movement patterns of the 
individual dancer and envisage the dynamic patterns of the entire corps de 
ballet throughout a dance sequence on stage. 

The benefits of including these perspectives in discussions about reading 
relate to the need for the reading process to be considered with reference to 
all texts and contexts, not solely the reading of the printed text, as potential 
means of communication. This is important in the essentially multidisciplinary 
underpinning of the primary -school teacher's grasp of child development 
and the management and organization of the curriculum to facilitate that 
development. 

The flexibility required to appreciate the existence and nature of different 
stances and to engage with different stances involves also the response to 
different kinds of texts (e.g., two-dimensional pictures representing three- 
dimensional objects in art and illustrations in printed texts; also records of se- 
quences of movements in dance as represented by different forms of notation 
such as Laban's notation or the Benesh notation). 

The idea of stance, as it relates to this particular issue of understanding 
the nature of reading, is particularly pertinent for teacher educators whose 
work entails encouraging student teachers to be ready 

• to engage with the child learner's intended direction of movement (as 
surely in the teaching of reading as in the teaching of dance); and 

• to anticipate where teacher intervention is required in order to 'move 
the child on' with confidence and competence, to the next step in 
learning. 

It is in this interaction between the learner, teacher and text that there exists 
the opportunity for understanding the vital relationship between 'learning to 
read' and 'teaching reading'. 

An attempt to answer the central question. 'What do we mean by reading?' 
would need to take into account not only perceptions of the reading process 
from the stance of the learner as well as the teacher and other theoreticians but 
also the issues implicit in flu* following underlying questions: Who decides 
what counts as reading? What is involved in the reading process? What is the 
text' that is being read? 

These questions could be considered from any of a range of stances. 
Related matters include the need to clarify whether definitions of reading are 
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proposed in terms that are either absolute (specifying the criteria which must 
be met in order to consider a response to be classed as showing evidence of 
"being able to read'), or relative ( describing ability to read in terms which are 
qualified (e.g., 'very able', *able\ less able*, 'unable* and which nvw imply a 
continuum of reading ability within a specified population or sample of pupils). 
The questions which arise involve: 

• how to describe the behaviour of a person who is not able to read a 
particular text and whether such a person should be described as 
'unable to read' (generalizing from the particular). (The matter cannot 
be resolved without reference to the text in question, i.e., what is 
being read.); 

• the time taken or allowed for reading and what constitutes the evidence 
of being able to read' (orally or silently?); and 

• whether reading is viewed as a static' ability (once a certain perform- 
ance level has been reached) or whether it is conceptualized as 'dy- 
namic*, possibly taking into account matters of breadth and depth of 
understanding, quality of performance and degrees of fluency. 

It would require a substantially longer chapter to do justice to any one of these 
questions. The purpose at present is simply to establish recognition of the 
need to take all of these factors into account in attempting an answer to the 
central question: What counts as being able to read? 



Who Decides What Counts As Reading? 

Designers and Users of Reading Tests 

If we turn to reading tests to find out what counts as reading, we are likely to 
Income invok ed in a similar problem to that faced by the critics of intelligence 
tests who dismiss the requirement to define intelligence' by describing it as 
what intelligence tests test*. It is necessary to examine precisely what it is that 
lies behind the central concept. Reading', like intelligence*, is a complex 
concept. It would be regrettable if in the face of these complexities, any 
attempt were to be made to dismiss the increasing knowledge which is now 
available on both subjects in favour of what is popularly considered to be 
common sense*. Indeed it is likely to be of central importance in appreciating 
what is uniquely 'human', to be able to understand the idea of reading* in 
terms of the relationship between reading*, language', thinking*, commun- 
ication* and what we refer to globally as 'intelligence'. 

Gorman and Fernandes ( 1992) note that it is not always realized that any 
test of reading embodies a particular definition or view of the reading process*. 
They cite three characteristic views of reading evident in reading tests, namely: 

hH) 
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Reading essentially involves: 

(1) decoding print into sound; 

(2) making sense of the grammar of sentences; and 

(3) making sense of coherent and complex texts (understanding the 
purpose of a piece of writing and the intentions of the person 
who wrote it). (Gorman and Fernandes, 1992) 

It might therefore be suggested that one answer to the question, 'What 
counts as reading?' might be that the reading behaviour should be analysed on 
the basis of each and all of these views of reading. It might also be pertinent 
to differentiate between the three views cited by Gorman and Fernandes and 
the tripartite definition of reading provided by the Bullock Report, A Language 
for Life, which is as follows: 

( a ) A response to graphic signals in terms of the words they represent, 

(b) A response to text in terms of the meanings the author intended 
to set down, 

(c) A response to the author's meanings in terms of all the relevant 
previous experience and present judgements of the reader. 
(I)FS, 1975) 

Gorman and Fernandes* classification (1) is very similar to the Rullock 
definition (a). However, their subsequent differentiation of views into (2) and 
(3) draws attention to surface features of texts and to increments in the size of 
the unit of analysis from 'decoding . . . graphemes ( implied) into sound' to the 
sentence in view (2) and then, to the whole text in view (3). This choice of 
terminology emphasizes the features of text rather than the role of the reader's 
experience (see Bullock (c)) or the writers intended meaning, despite the 
mention in their view (3) of the intended 'purpose of the piece of writing*. 
Thus it is not clear to what extent the idea of reading as 'interactive* with 
individuals as models or as part of the communicative function of writing and 
reading played a pan in any of the tests which were analysed. 

The following sections draw upon the findings of a number of studies, 
some not published or still in progress, in order to explore the relevant views 
of reading held by (a) student teachers, (b) children, (c) researchers and ex- 
jxMienced teachers and derived from (d) analysis and discussion of reading in 
the National Curriculum. 



Student Teachers' Views 

A sample of 179 student teachers' views on what they considered counts as 
lx.'ing able to read were collected by anonymous questionnaire during the first 
week of the 1992-3 Leicester University Post-Graduate Certificate of Kducation. 
a one-year initial training course for teaching in primary schools. The question 
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was asked after a period of one week s observation in schools hut prior to any 
coursework on the teaching of reading. 

The open-ended question involved the invitation to answer briefly. What, 
in your view, counts as being able to read?'. The space provided for the 
answer included three lines on which to write. Some students chose to make 
space for more than six lines of written answer. 

The analysis of the answers was carried out initially on the basis of the 
following three categories, the second and third of which differ from the Bullock 
categories and the Gorman and Fernandes categories: 

Category 1: including reference to letter-sound correspondence. 
Category 2: including reference to word recognition. 
Categoiy 3: including reference to meaning. 

The aim in attempting this first level of analysis was to discern the fre- 
quency of mention of the idea of (1) cracking the orthographic code" as 
distinct from the idea of reading for meaning' (3>- The middle category-, (2), 
was included with the intention of providing a unit of analysis between letters 
and sentences or whole passages (whether 'words' were mentioned in terms 
of being built up from sound* or simply, recognized ). 

Examples of responses are-. 

• Example 1 being aware of what sounds grouped letters represent 

and being able to attempt to build up unknown words. 
This response was classified as (1) and not (3 V 

• Example 2 to recognize enough words to be able to understand the 

content of the book. This was classified as (2) and (3). 

• Example 3 being able to look at a page of print and understand 

what message it relays. This was classified as (3). 

• Example 4 A further example indicates the way in w hich some re- 

sponses included all three categories: knowing the let- 
ters of the alphabet. Being able to form letters into words. 
Being able to pronounce those words and understanding 
what they mean and how the meanings of words depend 
on the context in which they are used." This was classi- 
fied as (1), (2) and (3). 

The results reveal that reference was made to all three categories by 36.3 
per cent (sixty -five) of the respondents. Want wading was mentioned by 91.6 
per cent (1(h) and reference was made to meaning by 81.9 per cent (1-4S). 
There was thus a substantially greater incidence of reference to 'meaning 4 , 
than solely to decoding (81 per cent "59.2 per cent). 

Figure 11.1 illustrates the relative distribution of responses to categories 
(1) and (3). It indicates that P. 9 per cent (thirty-two of the sample of 179 
students* answers) concerned only letter-sound correspondence (i.e.. fell into 
only categoiy ( 1 ) ), but *1.3 per cent (seventy-four responses) concerned both 
meaning and letter-sound correspondence (i.e., included (1) and (3))- Thus 
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Figure 11 1: Initial student teachers' views of what counts as being able to read (views at 
beginning of training course) (N = 179) 




59. 2 per cent of the answers included reference to letter-sound correspond- 
ence (one hundred and six responses). 

Responses which concerned only 'meaning' (i.e., fell into only category 
(3> ) amounted to 39.7 per cent (seventy-one responses) however 4 1.3 per cent 
(seventy-four responses) fell into both categories (1) and (3). 

Although more than half the responses (59.2 per cent) mentioned letter- 
sound correspondence, the remaining 40.8 per cent of the responses did not. 

This raised the questions of whether and how to explore further the views 
of the 40.8 per cent of student teachers who did not spontaneously mention 
letter-sound correspondence in their answers to the question, What counts as 
being able to read?'. It also prompted concern that the training course should 
take this baseline' into account and include a means of checking and height- 
ening awareness of the role played by within word' factors in the process of 
learning to read and its relationship to making sense of the whole words in 
context, i.e. the process by which children become able to read'. The initial 
survey briefly reported above has led to further research employing a test- 
retest design aimed to explore the impact of the course on the relevant per- 
ceptions of the student teachers in the 1993-4 cohort. 



Children 's Weirs 

In an action-research project exploring and evaluating the .setting-up and 
running of Family Reading Groups' (FRG) it became evident that children's 
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confidence and competence in reading was promoted in the FRG context 
(Beverton, Hunter-Carsch, Obrist and Stuart, 1993). This context incidentally 
provided opportunities for observing voluntary reading. Developments in learn- 
ing to read were effectively taking place without explicit teaching' by a teacher 
in a classroom context (see also 'Young Fluent Readers', Clark, 1985). In the 
Family Reading Groups it was evident that choosing to read' played a large 
part in what children count as being able to read'. The findings of the study 
include evidence to support the value of FRGs as a means of promoting vol- 
untary' reading through children sharing their enthusiasm about books which 
they enjoyed and selecting more books by the same author. 

The writer's discussion with children while working in 'Partnership School 
programmes' with PGCE students reveals that even young children view reading 
in a socially perceptive manner, depending on whether they consider the ques- 
tioner to be a teacher or another person/not a teacher 1 . Classroom-reading ex- 
perience colours their perceptions of what counts as reading. For example, in 
the context of an exploratory' study of the use of the Science Research Asso- 
ciates (SRA) Direct Instruction System for Teaching Arithmetic and Reading 
Programme (DISTAR), the writer observed tha,\ in the absence of their teacher, 
children were able to enact a reading lesson with evident awareness of what was 
expected from both the teacher and pupil in lessons on the word-blending 
aspects of learning to read. Also, in classes where the D1STAR programme was 
not in use but other structured approaches to teaching reading were employed, 
children could generally explain, with some clarity what they considered to 
be leading' and 'learning to read'. However, in classrooms where the reading 
lessons' were less obviously signalled as a subject' or specific time was not 
clearly allocated for work on reading whether carried out individually, in groups 
or as a class, children's views of reading tended to be related to their personal 
experience of reading to the teacher' or reading books (and other materials, 
e.g. comics) at home. 

Further study is required in order to explore systematically, with a larger 
sample of children, the impact of explicit and structured discussions about 
their views of what counts as reading. An impression has been gained on the 
basis of informal discussions with junior-age children (7-1 2-year-olds), that the 
discussions appear to have a positive impact on the children's subsequent 
reading behaviour, particularly with reference to extending the children's in- 
terests in what reading does for them (and to them) as well as what reading 
is. 



What Is Involved in the Reading Process? 

Researchers' and Experienced Teachers' Mews 

The reading process has been variously represented in the extensive literature 
on the subject (e.g.. Heard, 1993). Bettelheim and Zelan ( 1982) and also Meek 
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(1982, 1991) are proponents of the view that reading is important not only as 
a means of retrieval of information from print but as an active encounter of 
one mind and one imagination with another* and, for the readers, as a means 
of 'becoming more than themselves/becoming what they want to be". 

The literature on the teaching of reading employs several different models 
of the reading process (Ruddell, Rudell and Singer, 1994), Some models are 
derived from clinical studies addressing the relationship between the visual 
and auditor) 7 aspects of processing of the orthographic system (e.g., Stuart, 
1992). However, it is not always made evident which theoretical model under- 
pins proposed classroom practices. The writers do not consistently make the 
necessary distinction between models of the reading process and models for 
the teaching of reading. This was an issue of central concern in the challenge 
facing the writers of the Kingman Report (DES, 1988). The need persists for a 
metalanguage for professional use. 

Models for the teaching of reading are frequently portrayed as involving 
two complementary directions of development which are termed broadly 
top-down* and *bottom-up\ referring respectively to the need to get together' 
a grasp of the meaning as a whole and the orthographic system employed 
to encode and for decoding the letters and words. The direction (top-down 
or bottom-up) refers to the starting point for teaching and the relative em- 
phasis and direction in which the teaching approach proceeds: starting from 
the top, (the whole text or global meaning), or bottom, the (details, letter 
sounds). 

Jansens model (1985) subtly emphasizes the dynamics of both directions 
and takes into account three fields', sounds and letters; vocabulary (words); 
and uvrcl order and meaning, which he notes are, in practice, mingled. He 
states that 'a developmental theory' of teaching reading where any one of the 
three fields may be used as a starting point is needed*. This model is set out 
in Figure 11.2. In essence, it schematically underlines the complex interactions 
between various aspects of language and experience that, over time, change 
as the individual's reading skills develop. 

In order to understand the reading process, it may be necessary also to 
study its relationship to the writing process (encoding and decoding). This was 
explored in a collaborative research project involving all the teachers in a 
small inner-city multi-ethnic school in Leicester with the aim of developing a 
school language policy (Hunter-Carsch, 1984a). The findings of the study in- 
cluded the postulation of three essential stages in the social-interactive process 
of reading development. 

• experiencing books as part of an enjoyable and trusting relationship 
with adults; 

• sharing different kinds of story experience with wider groups, i.e., 
beyond one adult and one child or very small group of children; and 

• appreciating and sharing meaning through personal reading and 
writing. 
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Figure 11.2: Jan sen's model 




Source: M. Clark, 1985 



What counts as reading*, thus, might be regarded as differing at each 
stage of the developmental process, unless a specification is made of a point 
taken as getting through all three stages' and in that sense demonstrating the 
behaviour of a voluntary reader for a range of purposes. 

Further light may be thrown on the reading process by exploring it in 
terms of the logical sequence of levels in reading as in the model of reading 
presented by Barrow ( 1982) in the context of a discussion of three questions: 
Is reading worthwhile? How can it be evaluated? Can levels of reading be 
distinguished? 

In answer to the third question Barrow outlined five discrete levels, as 
follows: 



Level 1: handling the symbols 
Level 2: handling the surface meaning 
Level 3: grasping the grammar 
Level 4: contextual understanding 

Level S: understanding how the author has achieved the effects con- 
veyed in his or her art. 



A more recent study, the Language in the National Curriculum (LINO 
project, adopted an anthropological* stance (Carter, 1992). Carter described 
reading in term of what readers do . . . as: 

lob 



lid 
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1. a behaviour or set of behaviours which are culturally determined; 

2. a process of bringing world and generic knowledge to the text; 
and 

3. a psycholinguistic process based on expectations and predictions 
of syntactic, sSemantic and graphophonic cues in writing. It also 
describes reading in terms of the role of text in creating possible 
meanings: They are constructed artefacts created in particular 
contexts, and it is in the meeting of the reader and writer in the 
text that meanings are made. (Carter, 1992) 

LINC's cross-cultural model' may be related to Cortazzi's (1992) illustration 
of what counts as being able to read in Turkey (reading scriptures in Arabic 
in an Islamic context). The following five levels of reading are found within 
a generally shared appreciation of two purposes for reading. One is for material 
knowledge; the other for spiritual knowledge. The levels derive from the tra- 
ditional mode of learning to read the Koran (for spiritual knowledge). In each 
instance 'reading' goes beyond 'decoding' or deciphering' the printed page to 
indicate relevance to life, to provide a guide for desirable conduct for expect- 
ations of others or, e.g., a distinction between different levels of relationships: 

Level 1: recite (poetry/rhythm emphasized as valued shared knowledge) 
Level 2: intone (to elicit correct culturally patterned affective response 

in the reader and the audience) 
Level 3: learn and understand the meaning (through interaction with 

those who have the knowledge) 
Level 4: total recall of the word* (i.e., emphasis on tradition through 

precision) 

Level 5: read and explain it to others (having attained the appropriate 
level of knowledge for permission* to interpret for others) 

It may take extensive study, of several years even, to move from one stage to 
the next. 

For Muslim children in the UK, learning to read in the community and in 
school may. represent two different experiences with differing sets of percep- 
tions about what counts as being able to read and the relationship of reading 
to understanding. 

The differences may become the more striking in this age of Hie New 
Literacy* (Willinsky, 1990): A diverse movement has arisen to make reading and 
writing more personally meaningful and to make the processes of the formation 
of literacy more powerful (Apple, in Willinsky, 1990). 

The problems, conceptualized in a mainly Western cultural frame of ref- 
erence, concern the 'relevance' of the reading and writing carried out in the 
classroom. Their resolution is sought in terms of connecting literacy to the life 
of the school and community, recognising literacy as a social process (not an 
isolated set of skills) which involves increasing the student s control over text 
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and meaning, in the course of which their relationship with the teacher changes. 
Willinsky identifies a relative shift in the locus of control (from teacher and 
text, to learner and text) which he considers constitutes one of the issues with 
reference to perceptions of patterns of teaching and learning and how the 
curriculum is mediated. (Apple, M.W. in Willinsky, 1990: Pxl) 

There is a need to understand not only the relationship between learning 
to read and learning to write (literacy), but also the relationship of literacy 
learning to thinking, knowing, comprehending and appreciating. It is in this 
sense that the concept of reading for meaning' should be further explored as 
it is a basic concept within the professional publications including national 
guidelines for English 5-16 in England and Wales and also the Scottish Working 
Papers on English Language 5-14 (SED, 1990). The knowledge gained from 
the National Writing Project's exploration of 'emergent writing' might be re- 
lated to emergent understanding through reading'. 

Reading in the National Guidelines 

The student teacher faces the dual problem of discovering a metalanguage for 
professional discourse about teaching reading and developing a conceptual 
map which relates how children learn to plan and develop their reading abil- 
ity, to the content of the curriculum (what they must learn), and how best to 
teach reading. National guidelines constitute an essential part of this knowl- 
edge base. The conceptual clarity with which they are designed thus becomes 
a crucial factor affecting the individual teacher s effectiveness and the develop- 
ment of realistic and efficient policies for schools, classes and the individual 
pupil. It is useful to compare the national guidelines in England. Scotland and 
Ireland. 

The pioneering' guidelines for English in the National Curriculum in 
England and Wales (May, 1989) and the subsequent Guidelines (No. 2, March. 
1990) undertook a substantial task in attempting to prov ide a ten-level devel- 
opmental outline of the Attainment Targets and Programmes of Study (non- 
statutory guidelines) for each of three profile components, Speaking and 
Listening (ATI). Reading (AT2) and Writing (AT3-5L The introduction and 
background notes did not provide a rationale for the approach to learning 
and teaching. The absence of a rationale has perhaps contributed to conceptual 
confusion which persists in the National Curriculum Council Consultation Report 
(NCC. 1993). 

The Consultation Report is shorter, tighter in format and is organized in 
terms of providing the Programmes of Study prior to the Statements of Attain- 
ment, which are presented in three strands in Reading (AT2). These strands 
are. initial Reading Skills'. 'Comprehension and Information Handling' and 
Responses to Literature'. 

The logical parallel development of all three strands is not, in fact, pro- 
vided since the initial Reading Skills' strand ceases after level 3 and there is 
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no progression, for example, to "higher-order skills. The three strands are not 
conceptually discrete nor is their relationship to each other made evident. Part 
of this conceptual confusion may derive from the implicit model, which is 
dominated by a focus on listing 'components of reading' rather than consider- 
ing how the components combine to lead to increasingly efficient and effec- 
tive reading for a range of puiposes. The organizational problem derives from 
an underlying lack of clarity (or agreement) about what reading is. 

The National Guidelines for Curriculum and Assessment in Scotland (Eng- 
lish Language 5-K (SED, 1991 )) avoid this conceptual problem by shifting 
the emphasis from what reading is' to what reading does for the reader. The 
curriculum is conceptualized in terms of enabling the learners to develop the 
relevant capabilities so that they progress in terms of independence and effi- 
ciency in employing reading for a range of purposes. The rationale for the 
curriculum explicitly relates the purposes for reading to the wider connections 
between language and education, noting that language is at the heart of chil- 
dren's learning and that schools should provide structured and stimulating 
opportunities (for children) to use language with increasing precision in con- 
texts appropriate to the needs of individuals . . . opportunities for commun- 
icating, thinking, feeling and making.' (SED, 1991, p. 5). 

It is thus clean for teachers, that in teaching reading they are likely to be 
addressing one or more of the purposes for reading. The purposes are listed 
as follows: 

To obtain information and respond appropriately; 

To appreciate feelings of others; 

To reflect upon ideas, experiences and opinions; 

To gain imaginative and aesthetic pleasure. (SED, 1991, p. 4) 

It is also clear that children's reading development can be facilitated (taught), 
observed and recorded (tested) with reference to reading outcomes* which 
are described in terms of strands* ( aspect of learning which pupils experi- 
ence) most of which have Attainment Targets' attached to them and are 
generally described in terms of a progression through five levels (A-E). The 
strands are: 

Reading for information; 
Reading for enjoyment; 

Reading to reflect on the writers' ideas and craft; 
Awareness of genre (type of text); 
Reading aloud; 

Knowledge about language. (SED, IWI. p. IG) 

The underlying emphasis on Whai reading does for the reader' naturally 
leads the teacher to an emphasis on encouraging the learner readers to do 
these things for themselves. It makes evident the relationship between teaching 
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and learning. It thus provides information which is more accessible, because 
of its conceptual integrity, than the more diffuse information presented in the 
format of the DES (1989, 1990), NCC (1993) and SCAA (1994) documents. 
These run the risk of becoming fragmented foci on measuring the increments 
in isolated skill development rather than monitoring integrate development 
along a path towards greater independence and efficiency in achieving a range 
of purposes. 

The Northern Ireland Curriculum for English (1990) includes Programmes 
of Study and Attainment Targets (in that order). There is no introductory rationale 
overall, but each of the Programmes of Study (talking and listening; reading; 
writing, and cross-curricular themes) is introduced in a way which provides an 
organic unity through the focus on establishing a supportive attitude within a 
context which encourages learning (establishing 'a classroom atmosphere in 
which pupils feel relaxed, accepted and affirmed and in which their ideas are 
welcomed, encouraged and listened to'). (NI Curriculum, p, 2.) 

The first sentences of the Programme of Study for reading (at Key Stage 
1) emphasize 'a stimulating environment of print' and enjoyment'. This is in 
contrast to the tone of the first sentences of the Programme of Study for AT2: 
Reading in England (Consultation Report. 1993): 

Pupils should learn to read with fluency, accuracy and understanding. 
Thus they should be taught the alphabet, phonic skills, the basic 
conventions of words and print and effective techniques for decoding, 
understanding and responding. (NCC, 1993, p. 35) 

Priorities in developing the relationship of 'understanding* and 'responding' to 
decoding* are apparently left for the teacher to decide. This is. perhaps, easier 
for experienced teachers. Eor beginner teachers in particular, it may be helpful 
to have a few signposts towards drawing their own conceptual map. From the 
writer's experience the following 'key words' present themselves as potential 
signposts (They form a few further basic Rs . . . V Reading requires retrieval 
of memory, reasoning and resources. 

In Figure 113, selected features of AT2 reading have been extracted from 
the DES (1990) guidelines for teachers in England and Wales and these have 
been related to further key words' which provide a hierarchy of reminders (to 
mot irate: connect with memory \ focus on meaning-, /purpose and commun- 
ication to others) for planning and engaging in the teaching and learning 
interaction. The 'tools' are listed on the left side of the chart and the overriding 
factors tiiat influence the learner's ability to recreate meaning from the printed 
word are listed along the right side. (This is not intended to represent a 'right- 
brain left-brain shift* diagram as such, but it does serve to indicate the role 
played by both 'perceptual' and 'linguistic' factors.) ( For further information on 
the observed normal developmental shift' at about *?-8 years and its relation- 
ship to Perceptual-Linguistic classification of dyslexia (Bakker, 1993). 

Reading requires motivation. It is essentially enactive. It engages the reader's 
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Figure 11.3: Guidelines and emphases 



Features of the DES 1990 guidelines The writer's emphases for the teaching- 
for AT2; outcomes for pupils: learning interaction: 
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(engaging children's attention/curiosity and 
sharing what is in the text with them) 

Memory and Meaning 

(facilitating children's 'decoding' via 
Transformations and relating Phonics 44 to 
'emergent understanding') 



Communication 

(developing children's ability to relate -u 

reading, listening, speaking, writing, doing 5 

and thinking (use DARTs) to promote their o 

communication) <t> 



Notes: — (writer's italic emphasis) 

— Transformation: see Kemp (1989) 

— - Phonics 44: see Morris (1984 and 1993) 

— DART; Directed Activities Related to Text (lunzer, and Gardner, 1984) 



mind. It requires the activation of imagery to match symbol and referent whether 
picture, letter, word or sequence of w ords in pursuit of meaning. In so doing 
it draws upon experience not only of a range of texts and of the communica- 
tions they hold hut also of the readers* life experiences and their capacity to 
connect their being' with becoming . In this they effect an extension to be- 
yond themselves' in order to become themselves*. It can be regarded as an 
active and creative process of attempting to create meaning and, as the reader 
becomes more sophisticated and more able to deal with a range of texts, 
where relevant, to recreate through some form of mental imagery what it is 
assumed is the writers meaning. This may feed* the reader and potentially 
empower the reader to become a more capable, informed speaker, listener 
and writer, thus affecting, reciprocally, their further reading ability. 

Healthy, normal* children appear to be insatiable natural readers of pic- 
tures, television and people s expressions. They appear to internalize models 
(images) of what is involved in being able to read and to pretend-read books* 
from very early years. They seem to discern from their models something of 
the quality of permanence of stories which are printed. They seem io 'know* 
(have learned) that the printed words always say the same thing. This kind of 
knowledge' appears to be derived from social interaction rather than from 
explicit teaching. 

It can, however, be developed quite explic itly in the course of working 
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on 'transformations' (Kemp, 1989), employing a teaching strategy for writing 
(encoding) the child's words (sentences) in reporting on an event or express- 
ing an idea and then studying the sentences together to develop the meaning 
by moving the words and/or adding words. Using the child's own words as a 
starting point for learning words' (word recognition) is highly motivating (see 
also McKay. Schaub and Thompson, 1979), and facilitates the connections 
between understanding what skills are required to deal with letters and words, 
and making sense of words in sentences. Using the child's illustrations and 
drawings in order to discuss the nature of their understanding of what they 
have read also provides a window on the process of reading to make meaning 
(MacMartin, 1989. 1992), It is important to know what influences children's 
motivation in terms of the images they find readily memorable both from 
reading television' and reading books and. in this sense, what constitutes their 
reading diet (Harcourt and Hartland, 1992; Bird's Eye Survey. 1993; Utley, 
1993). 

Reference is made elsewhere in this chapter to the cultural context in 
which children's expectations of printed texts and their attitudes to reading are 
formed. The above observations are made particularly with reference to young 
children in a predominatly white, mixed lower to middle social class and 
mainly Christian context. 



Reading for Meaning: Levels of Understanding 

In connection with 'reading for meaning' it is useful to consider the efficacy 
of the terminology employed in describing and differentiating between levels 
of understanding. 

Figure 11.** presents different layers of thinking'. The German terms are 
etymologically more closely related than the English translations. The most 
sophisticated, topmost layer, 'transcendental reasoning', implies a stance which 
is sufficiently dc< <>ntred' to be able to extend understanding beyond a particu- 
lar cultural context (Graves. 1983; Jackson, 1989). 

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to delineate the model more fully 
in order to explain the concepts underpinning the distinction between subjec- 
tive reasoning' and 'objective reasoning'. A more detailed discussion would 
require reference to be made to the work of Horkheimer (19-T 7 ) and to illus- 
trate the potential contribution reading can make to the attaining of the capa- 
bility of engaging in 'objective reasoning*. 

The need to establish a shared vocabulary for describing as well as dif- 
ferentiating between levels of reading and levels of meaning is particularly 
important in matters which concern the testing of reading achievement and 
reading ability, matters pertinent to the debates on reading standards. Inevitably 
the terms which are employed for the purpose convey images which relate to 
the perceived nature of the reading process. 
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Figure 7 1.4: Levels of experience and modes of experiencing as strata of cognition 
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Part of the desired shared vocabulary would need to include reference to, 
and some understanding of, the role played by mental imagery in the process 
of reading for different purposes (and, implicitly, reading in a way which draws 
upon experience in order to engage with different levels of meaning). 

An awareness on the teachers part, of how the learner perceives the 
reading task and what kinds of mental imagery are being brought into play is 
likely to assist the teacher in exploring with the learner the extent to which the 
learner is, at that moment, able to engage with particular levels of meaning'. 
An appreciation of the nature of individual differences in modes of experiencing 
is likely to be of significance for the teaching of school children (or indeed 
adults) whether in classes, groups or individually (MacMartin. 1989. 1992.) 



7he Role of Imagery in Reading As Recreation of Meaning' 

The importance of considering children's preferred avenues for learning is 
beautifully illustrated in the published correspondence between Helen 
McLullich, a teacher who is an able visual izer. and Sue Palmer, a teacher who 
considers herself to be a non-visuali/er (in Hunter-Carsch. 1990). 

How children think about what they are learning to do in the course of 
reading is likely to involve them in employing some form of imagery. Rela- 
tively little is known about the ways in which imagers' is employed in reading 
symbols and in what is broadly referred to as 'reading for meaning*. 
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Recent work on motor imagery and motor processes related to training in 
sports, suggests that it is possible to become a more able athlete by mental 
practice (e.g., concentrating on imagining and 'going through' the movements 
required to make a jump). While there is a need for precision in the definition 
of what is meant by, for example, internal visual imagery and kinesthetic 
imagery and how best to define internal talk', it appears that 'mental practice 
can affect processes of skill learning w r hich are normally seen as dependent on 
overt motor performance, given that the 'medium' of the still do?s not require 
further exploratory activity' (Vogt, 1992). 

When such findings are taken along with the increasing body of research 
in visual and audilory imagery since the 1970s (e.g., Segal, 1971; White et at,, 
1977; Merry, 1978; Riding and Calvey, 1980) and in 'teaching children how to 
learn' (e.g., Cruickshank, 1963; Stott, 1971; Feuerstein's methods in Sharron, 
1989) the implications for understanding both the reading process and how to 
teach reading become particularly evident when learning to read is related to 
learning to w r rite. 

From the early 1960s it has been recognized that a selective en phasis in 
teaching reading by only one method, whether it favours visual learning or 
auditory learning, is likely to deny adequate opportunity for learning to some 
children. To avoid 'reading failure' de Hirsch, Jansky and Langford (1966) 
advocated employing both look and say' and 'phonic' approaches. 

At that time, the fashion was to promote 'multi-sensory approaches' to 
'teaching beginning reading', particularly for children with reading difficulties. 
There appears to have been relatively little understanding, however, of the 
impact of differing sequences of stimuli within the proposed VAKT 'battery' 
(visual, auditory, kinesthetic, tactile) as applied in mainstream classes. The 
lack of clarity still persists with reference lo what are called 'mixed methods' 
of teaching reading. 

There is thus a need for making connections between the findings of 
recent published research suggesting the importance of phonological aware- 
ness (e.g., Bryant and Bradiey, 1989; Goswami and Bryant, 1990) and research 
which illustrates the ways in which classroom-teaching methods can employ 
a range ot strategies for developing children's use of imagery for learning 
(thinking and remembering) about how to read and increasing their under- 
standing of what they read. 

What Is the Text That Is Being Read? 

In the context of delivering in-service education, the writer has carried out an 
informal study of the reactions of experienced teachers to being asked to read 
various texts. Their responses may serve to illustrate the extent of individual 
differences in interpretation, association, imagery and expectations. Groups of 
up to 200 teachers on various courses and conferences relating to the teaching 
of literacy and children's reading difficulties, were invited to read a range of 
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texts including pictures' projected onto a screen by overhead projector. The 
customary reactions were of both interest and willingness to respond. 

The first stimulus text was a photograph of a sculpture in classical mode 
portraying a woman and child. The child stood close to the woman, at her 
knee, looking up into her face. There was a book on her knee. 

Responses included interpretation' which might be classified broadly as 
follows: 

• attempts to grasp the whole picture and to explain it generally' in 
terms of the content, e.g., a mother reading to a child , or 'a child and 
adult sharing a book'; 

• reflection of global feelings of like' or 'dislike' of the content e.g., *I 
don't like it', or 'that's lovely!'; and 

• identification* possibly with one or other of the sculpted figures re- 
sulting in responses such as, 'He doesn't like reading, you can see 
that!' or 'He's reading her face, not the book!'. 

The second text which was employed in the exploration of teachers' 
reading ability' was composed of a set of symbols which were evidently 
unfamiliar to most of the audience (dance movements in La ban and Benesh 
notation). 

Reactions shown in response to this text by the same groups of teachers, 
all of whom might be considered to be able readers', were typified by silence 
or by puzzlement and requests for 'clues'. This text aimed to remind readers 
of tiie fact that there are different symbol systems for representing/encoding 
meanings. 

With another sample of text which included musical notation, there were, 
in general, more frequently positive reactions in the sense of indications of 
recognition of the fact that the text consisted of musical notation. In the case 
of a minority, there was a fairly speedy recognition of the symbols and an 
attempt to model the message by playing on an imaginery piano, or the hum- 
ming of the melodies represented in the text. On the whole, however, there 
was little evidence of widespread shared ability to read musical notation, and 
tl ere was a general sense of uncertainty as to whether this kind of reading 
ability was expected of a group of teachers. This experience in the UK might 
Ik* contrasted with the likely situation in China in which all student teachers 
of kindergarten children must learn to read music and play at least one instru- 
ment (discussion with l)r M. Cortazzi on his return from a study visit to China, 
1992). 

The above examples may serve to illustrate the need for teachers of read- 
ing to be aware of their own assumptions about what constitutes reading in 
the wider sense of reading not only the printed word but 'reading' art, music, 
dance, people's expressions (social interaction) and television. This is not to 
deny the importance of lx»ing able to read the sound-symbol system, but to 
locate it as one in a constellation of systems for representing symbols which 
re prese nt re fe rents . 



16-b 



755 



M. Hunter-Carsch 



Messages for Teachers 

The exploration of issues underlying the central question, 'What counts as 
being able 10 read?' has led to the following concluding statement of six points 
concerning the writer's view of reading as recreation of meaning'. 

The points are interrelated. They concern the social interactive nature of 
the reading process and its relationship to matters of stance, motivation and 
materials to be read (context and text). 

1. 'Being able to read' involves more than being proficient in applying a 
number of 'component reading skills' such as phoneme-grapheme correspond- 
ence, word blending or word recognition. The whole of reading is greater than 
the sum of its parts. For the reader, it involves being able to 'get the parts 
together' in such a way as to be able to do more than make sense through 
'recreating meaning*. It also involves the reader in a process of listening to the 
thoughts as in an enactive attempt to 'speak' and internally to 'hear' and check 
the sense of the emerging meaning. (This is not to be confused with 
\subvocalization' or with the idea of 'reading the words'.) 

2. In this way reading involves the heightening of awareness of experi- 
ence and extension of experience in the process of implementing the intention 
to seek meaning. 

It goes beyond the recognition of the surface features of printed text to 
the wider engagement of interest in associating symbols with referents and the 
process of participating in the social interactive process through which there 
arises the awareness and increasirg understanding of reading as 'meaningful' 
and 'valuable'. In this sense it involves sharing the culturally patterned recog- 
nition in literate societies' that value is attributed to the printed text and survival 
value' thus related to ability to cope with printed texts. 

3. The development and use of reading ability in such societies is closely 
intertwined with the development of identity and feelings of self-worth. It is 
part of the complex communication pattern which provides for the identity 
and specific forms of motivation of a given society. It constitutes a means by 
which external experiences can be filtered' either for integration or rejection 
as the self concept dynamically develops. 

4. The learner readers' attitudes to reading and their personal mental 
imager)' employed in the course of interaction with those who are their mod- 
els and with the text itself are both affected by, and have a resultant impact 
on, their reading development. 

The child's progress as a voluntary' reader is likely to be promoted if 
associations with the experience (cognitive and affective) are positively 
weighted. If, for whatever reasons, their experience is neutral or relatively 
negatively weighted (i.e., they do not engage sufficiently in the process if 
becoming an enactive 'imager') their progress as voluntary' readers capable of 
sustained interest in reading the text may be affected negatively. This is exem- 
plified in the 'cycle of depression' experienced by some children with reading 
difficulties who find reading hard, thus don't read, thus can't read without 
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practice, thus won't read. It is a variant of learned helplessness'. Its recognition 
is a prerequisite of its amelioration. 

For the learner reader, the difficulty in the process of cracking the code' 
in a way which brings rewards frequently enough and sufficiently positively in 
terms of engaging affect (including 'meaning'), is ameliorated by the extent to 
which the home and classroom contexts and social group with which the child 
is associated, provide sufficiently positive models. Becoming a reader involves 
not merely a sufficiently print rich* environment, but the experience of hear- 
ing others read, being read to and sharing incidental as well as explicit reading 
experience. It is a dynamic matter of the extent to which the people in the 
child's immediate environment (perhaps including people on television) at- 
tract, share and inspire' the child's attention and interest in print, that interacts 
with the extent to which the child meets and engages in the communication. 
It involves also the absence of competing distractions which may be tempting 
by virtue of their requirement of a relatively smaller investment of energy and 
even time. 

5. Becoming able to read and voluntarily reading is thus affected by the 
dynamics of the social interactive dimensions of early-reading experience and 
the cultural milieu. 

The child's expectations of what reading is about are culturally influ- 
enced. What counts as being able to read, is a matter which needs to be 
understood in terms of the particular cultural context. 

6. There is, relatedly, the potential of reading as a means of transcending 
the particular cultural context. 

Conclusion 

A learner reader's view of what counts as being able to read will be affected 
by the society's attribution of particular value to particular kinds of reading and 
to reading for particular purposes (e.g., for total recall of text of religious or 
poetical works, or for information, for critical thinking or for pleasure). The 
readers' relevant expectations will thus affect their reading ability. It is thus 
important in attempting to answer the central question, that it is understood in 
terms of the particular cultural context. 
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Summary 

Recently teachers have been described as lacking a full and organized 
understanding of how children acquire literacy. Proposals have been 
made by the DfE which give greater prominence to more structured, 
skill-based primary-school teaching. It is claimed, that this will raise 
standards and better prepare children to meet the demands they will 
face as they move into secondary education. This chapter presents a 
study which analyses teachers* conceptual maps' of literacy teaching. 
The analysis is based on a four-quadrant model of the practice of 
teaching. Using a questionnaire format, important similarities and 
contrasts were found between the methods of primary' and secondary 
teachers. The study reveals that teachers have complex models of 
literacy and do not adhere to simplistic unidimensional methods. 

Introduction 

The teaching of literacy continues to be a focus of controversy' and to attract 
media attention. Despite criticism of the data, recent evidence of falling stand- 
ards' has been used to argue the case for a iadical reform of the methods 
adopted to teach English to pupils, so as to place greater emphasis on formal 
back to basics* approaches. Revision of the Statutory Order for English in the 
National Curriculum, together with the published discussion papers and cor- 
respondence between the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA) 
and the Department For Education (DfE), indicate a move to a narrower and 
more prescriptive curriculum. Also, teachers are thought to lack a coherent 
and consistent conceptual map* of literacy development. 

Against this background of political revisionism, polemic and professional 
confrontation, we propose here a new framework for describing different 
approaches to the teaching and learning of literacy, which is capable of codi- 
fying a wide range of beliefs and practices. I 'sing a questionnaire derived from 
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this framework, data are presented from a survey of teachers* haste tenets of 
how reading and writing are hest fostered in curricular practice and, in particu- 
lar, contrasts between primary and secondary teachers are highlighted. Evi- 
dence reveals important theoretical differences between the architects of the 
National Curriculum for English and the practitioners who must implement it. 
Results of this enquiry indicate that teachers possess complex, often consen- 
sual, yet sometimes contrasting, conceptions of the teaching of reading and 
writing. 

The conceptual map of literacy and the curriculum we offer, the model of 
interaction and mediation we propose, and the questionnaire we have con- 
structed, result from the prelim inary stages of research carried out between 
1991 and 1993 Here, we are concerned with what teachers conceptualize as 
their intended practice, not what they do in the classroom. Although our 
classificatory framework for understanding the interactive nature of literacy 
encounters is, we believe, original in design; it is based on recent develop- 
ments (see. for example: Bruner, 1986; De Castell. Luke and Egan. 1986; Wood, 
1988; Moll, 1990; Green. 1993). 



Context for the Research 

This chapter reports the initial findings of a research project which is currently 
developing school-based methods of mapping the literacy curriculum in col- 
laboration with teachers, by identifying the range and scope of pupils* uses of 
literacy within different subject domains. 

Our own concerns are that the forms of literacy, including reading, writ- 
ing and some oral activities, are studied in relation to the needs of children to 
think, problem-solve and learn within each subject area. We do not believe 
that literacy should be considered as a set of taught skills which must be 
acquired before or outside the general curriculum. Such a view implies that 
literacy is only a vehicle or medium for more serious subject study: a require- 
ment or precondition, rather than the business of all teachers whatever their 
subject specialism. Similarly, we cannot separate the acquisition of literacy 
from our knowledge of effective teaching and learning. Our own research 
agenda has begun to address what is. for us, the central question of the 
relationship between the growth in children's understanding and use of lit- 
eracy, and what is required of them within each learning context. 

Current research has also begun to look at ways in which children come 
to know and use reading and writing as constituted by the wide variety of 
forms and functions they servo in different learning contexts. This view of 
literacy has enormous implications for schools. It shapes perceptions ol who 
should take responsibility for teaching literacy, how achievements can be 
assessed and how pupils with learning difficulties should be treated; and it 
has important implications for how learning environments can be modified. 
These relationships between what children learn and the quality of the learning 
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process require new models. As indicated earlier, in the course of the chapter 
we shall be outlining a conceptual framework for considering the teaching and 
development of literacy. This framework has been derived from theoretical 
accounts of effective teaching and from close observations of teachers in their 
classrooms. Data will be presented to show whether the model fits the percep- 
tions which teachers themselves hold about their own work, its value and 
direction. 



The 'Standards are Falling ' Debate 

It would be a serious indictment of schools if children read and write less well 
and less often than they did a decade ago. However, a number of studies in 
the last twenty-five years have suggested an apparent decline in reading achieve- 
ments across particular age groups. For example, the National Foundation tor 
Fducational Research (NFER) Report The Trend of Reading Standards (Start 
and Wells. 1972) compared evidence from national surveys initiated in 1948 
and summarized in 1966. Results were derived from two tests of silent reading 
. . . of the incomplete sentence type': the Watts-Vernon and the National 
Survey Form Six (DFS, 1975, p. 16). Closely following this publication, a com- 
mittee of enquiry was set up under the chairmanship of Sir Alan Bullock. Its 
brief was to consider all aspects of the teaching of English in schools, includ- 
ing reading, writing, spelling and oracy. 

The Bullock enquiry encountered difficulties in finding an acceptable 
definition of literacy upon which everyone agreed. It also faced problems in 
interpreting results 'from different tests carried out in different regions of the 
United Kingdom in order to arrive at an estimate of national trends. Moreover, 
the evidence from the type of tests used reveals the concern of psychologists 
to devise uniform markers of reading progress, not reading process. As the 
authors of the Bullock Report assert: 

VC'e do not regard these tests as adequate measures of reading 
ability . . . their doubtful validity is now apparent. (DKS, 1975, p. 16) 

What these measures do reveal is a predominant view, shared by many psy- 
chologists and some educational researchers of the time, that literacy can be 
■narrowly conceived' in terms of a limited selection of pupil responses to 
fragmented units of text presented without the normal supports to meaning 
found in learning environments. 

Whether such data, derived from a restricted view of the reading process 
and gathered in test settings outside the normal classroom context, can be 
relied upon to demonstrate either a standard' for a far broader and more 
complex understanding of literacy in use. or any reliable indication of a de- 
cline in standards, remains a highly contested point of difference. It is our 
belie! that in vitro evidence of this type cannot and should not be given 
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priority or prominence in any debate concerning general standards of reading 
or literacy. A narrow regime of clinical testing may he less expensive and more 
politically expedient than the painstaking task of providing qualitative evi- 
dence of pupils' developments of literacy and learning in schooled contexts, 
but it provides no watertight case for either a standard or its decline. As 
Margaret Meek made plain in response to the Bullock Report: 

We believe that all teachers should be aware of what kind of knowl- 
edge and what degree of insight are relevant to the understanding of 
the reading process ... To be truly effective, we need to untangle the 
features of the process by means of descriptive protocols and longi- 
tudinal studies, from observations of the reader s interactions with the 
environment, his relations with his teacher and the materials, as well 
as from the concomitant activities of writing and talk. Then, the very 
individuality of the process, known to every infant teacher and forgot- 
ten by ever>- successful adult, will offer us the possibility of significant 
generalisations. (Meek and McKenzie, 1975, p. 8) 

Notwithstanding these serious question marks over the status of the evi- 
dence available, the Bullock Report did allege a general decline in reading 
performance in children from the age of 7 years onwards relative to the same 
age groups in previous decades. It ascrilxxl the causes of reading failure to 
factors in the child's home background, where conversation is limited and 
books unknown . . .", to children's limited natural abilities', to the displace- 
ment of reading by watching TV, and to badly trained teachers and poorly 
organized remedial teaching. The Report suggested that literacy is a corporate 
responsibility' in which every teacher shares (I)ES. 1975, pp. 516-17). 333 
specific recommendations were made to schools, many of which were ac- 
cepted at the time, yet have remained without specific action . . . Literacy still 
seems to belong nowhere', certainly not in the whole-school policies envis- 
aged (Beveridge, 1991, p. 60). 

Perhaps the most important source of information about standards of 
pupil achievement, drawn on, for example, in the report on primary schools 
(Alexander et «/., 1992) is the data collected by the Assessment of Performance 
Tnit (APU). This was set up in 1<F4 to promote the devising of methods of 
monitoring attainments of school children and to identify the incidence of 
underachievement (Rosen, 1982). The API? undertook five annual survey* 
between 1978 and 198 1 involving some 2 per cent of 10-year-olds nationally 
in English, maths and science testing, whilst a second phase of testing in 
English took place in 1988. 

The original intentions behind the API is brief remain controversial, par- 
ticularly with reference to the monitoring of language. The concerns surround- 
ing the validity of the methodology of the NFKRs evidence (Start and Wells, 
19^2) on reading progress were met by the promotion of new forms of testing! 
That the API I w as established in order to measure underachievement in lan- 
guage development (and more generally across what is now considered the 
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•core' curriculum) in the year before the Bullock Report s publication, reflects 
some pre-emptive action to shore up the arguments foi* falling standards in the 
knowledge that the published evidence was unconvincing. Although it was 
not the initial, publicized intention of the API' to report on a decline in stand- 
ards of literate, numerate and scientific understanding, its publications have 
been quoted invariably in such a context Furthermore, although the API'S 
■battery' of tests recognize in part the context of the classroom, they concen- 
trate on features of pupils language performance through textual analysis, not 
on the pedagogical qualities of interaction between teachers and pupils (API'. 
1988). In his critique of the API' s Primary Survey Report. Linguage Perform- 
ance in Schools, Rosen argued that the perspective on the language develop- 
ment of children remained divorced from the living, social context of children's 
literate intentions: 

No reputable researcher would take seriously the proposal that lan- 
guage development could be studied by using the results of an annual 
series of tests. W hen we bear in mind that the development of lan- 
guage beyond the early years (almost unknown territory) is compli- 
cated by functional variety, cultural diversity and literacy, we know 
that kind of proposal would be dismissed as an absurd irrelevance. A 
serious study of language development would require at the very least 
numerous detailed and longitudinal case studies of the language of 
children being used for genuine purposes. (Rosen. 1982. p. 18> 

Leaving aside the methodological disquiet which is central to our own 
critique of the standards' debate, the API' data showed that, on the measures 
devised for testing reading and writing, national standards appeared to have 
shifted very little overall in this age group of 10-year-olds (API'. 19K8; Alex- 
ander et ai. 1992. pp. 32-3 L Evidence of a decline in reading standards amongst 
"-year-olds was at the heart of the controversy which arose when the results 
of tests administered in the 1980s by nine anonymous local education author- 
ities were published by Turner (1990). In his view, changes in methods of 
teaching reading account for pupil failure in recent years. Me argues that 
reading is not a natural activity, but a set of gradually acquired component 
skills which must be taught Consequently, in Turner's view, declining stand- 
ards can be blamed on teachers moving away from more traditional, structured 
approaches involving reading schemes and phonics", in favour of informal 
apprenticeship' models and the use of real books'. (See Chapter 6) 

As a consequence of these disclosures, in the Autumn of 1990 the Schools 
Examinations and Assessment Council (SFAC) commissioned a survey ot the 
evidence on reading standards of "-year-olds held by LFAs. This survey, c ar- 
ried out by the NFFR. considered information from ninety-five LFAs out of a 
total of 110 in Fngland and W ales In only tw enty-six of the LFA returns was 
it possible to make a judgment about possible declining standards. In three 
instances no change was indicated, one showed no consistent pattern at all. 
whilst three other LFAs reported a rise Of the nineteen where a decline could 
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be interpreted, this mainly occurred in the 1980s and was offset by a more 
recent rise. The NFER report concluded that it was impossible to make an 
accurate judgment regarding the national trends in reading standards for 7- 
year-olcls from this data (Cato and Whetton. 1991). Some evidence from fur- 
ther NFER research, based on a reading test conducted with Year 3 pupils (7 
to 8-year-olds) in 1987 and compared with the performance of a similar group 
in 1991, suggested a statistically significant fall (Alexander et aL 1992, pp. 36- 
7). However, both the LEA evidence and the NFER'.s test rely on 'proxy* evi- 
dence of reading performance (reported measures of reading achievement 
through externally contrived testing), not observations carried out longitudi- 
nally in normal classroom contexts. 

Her Majesty's Inspectorate (HMD, reporting in 1990 and 1991 on 'Ilje 
Teaching and Learning of Reading in primary and secondary schools, and 
again in 1992 for primary schools, find no evidence to support Turner s claims 
(DES, 1990, 1992). In fact, inspection of many thousands of schools showed 
that almost 85 per cent of primary teachers used a blend of methods to teach 
initial reading skills', always including a phonics approach, and over 95 per 
cent used published reading schemes. High-quality teaching of reading was 
evident in two out of five classes and poor-quality teaching in one out of five 
(DES, 1992, p. 5). Of all the evidence presented in the debate over falling 
standards' HMI state emphatically that in their observations of the teaching of 
reading in actual classroom contexts (over 3000 primary schools visited even- 
year) they have not gained a picture of falling standards' (DES, 1990, p. 3). 
Nor do they reveal a shift in teaching practice, methods or resources which 
might account for changes in standards. 

Results from the first administration of National Curriculum assessments in 
1991 showed that 61 per cent of Year 2 (7-year-old) pupils attained level 2 in 
English, with 17 per cent gaining level 3- A negative interpretation of these 
findings might suggest that one in five pupils remained functionally illiterate 
at the age of 7, which would seem to add critical substance to an emergent 
panic over national standards of literacy ana its teaching. However, one could 
interpret these results more objectively by recognizing that the 22 per cent of 
pupils who attained level 1 were in the process of acquiring the basic features 
of literacy, which is markedly different from functional illiteracy*. Since this 
was the first run of National Curriculum assessments, with teachers new to the 
procedures, many local variations in resources and training, and the possibility 
of wide discrepancies in how the Statements of Attainments are interpreted, it 
is difficult to draw any firm conclusions from these results. As the current 
English Orders' are to remain in place, we may in the future be able to make 
comparisons for successive cohorts of children against the same initial base- 
lines for early-literacy development. One of the immediate consequences of 
hostile reporting of the 1991 results and the political scapegoating of teachers 
of Key Stage 1 pupils has been a reluctance in the profession to administer the 
tests since 1991. so longitudinal comparisons are fraught with complications 
(see Volume 2, Chapter 0). 
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It is not our intention to debate further the issue of falling standards, since 
we wish to promote a more circumspect and detached perspective. More 
relevant to enhancing teaching and learning is a focus on the processes of 
literacy required by the immediate teaching context What does literacy learn- 
ing look like in the classroom? How can more effective teaching be facilitated 
without narrowing our perspective and understanding to incidents ot indi- 
vidual failure? Underlying such questions is a methodological insistence that 
learning is understood in the context of situation (Mai inowski. 1923, in Maybin. 
199-*, p, 6) and that the situation is the environment in which the text comes 
to life' (Halliday. 1978, in Maybin. 199 p. 2-0, 



The Nature of Literacy Encounters 

In this section we outline our own conceptual map of the nature of literacy 
encounters. It underpins our proposals for a new way of identifying, analysing 
and interpreting teachers' own frameworks' for engaging with the literacy 
development of pupils. 

Literacy learning, of which learning to read is an important part, is always 
more than the aggregate of what is read and written by any given learner, or 
of the achievement that can be demonstrated through portfolios, records, closed 
tests and levels on a normative scale (Reed and Beveridge. 1993, p. 191). Both 
learning to see language and to relate to its symbolic and syntactic forms and. 
furthermore, learning to use language's meaning systems and adapt its potential 
into literate expression, are characterized by certain qualities of thought, talk, 
reading and writing. Understanding and applying such learning is the priority 
of all teaching encounters, within and beyond school. The curriculum draws 
endlessly on this literate cognitive estate'. 

A more commonly-held conceptualization of literacy claims that it lies at 
the base of learning as a set rf skills which quickly merges into an underlying 
competence to learn 'other subjects". From this it follows that literacy skills are 
basic, mechanical understandings which can be taught and learnt in isolation. 
Reading is cracking the code', writing is applying the code'. The code' re- 
mains static and uniform: it can be tested, quantified, standardized in common 
sense' and ■basic* ways. 

Such a basic view of literacy and its development is both unhelpful and 
wrong. It is not possible to separate out a set of discrete skills which charac- 
terizes literacy and remains unchanged throughout a person's education. It is, 
however, expedient to suggest that literacy learning is basic and that its skills 
are simple, ordinary or mechanical behaviours. By the same token, it is fre- 
quently held that literacy takes place during English lessons and is synony- 
mous with one's national language. We are so used to a school curriculum 
organized and represented in these terms that there is a danger of substituting 
this convenience in the place of the complex social and psychological reality 
of literacy learning. 

itt 
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Children acquire the ways and means ofliteracy through learning encoun- 
ters. This may read as a tautology. In fact, it demonstrates how literacy is 
integral to learning. Our literate development is both sequential and accretive: 
the layering of experience upon and within experience, until literacy becomes 
the habitual environment of understanding. Or, as Jerome Bruner puts it, a 
tool for thinking*, which not only enables children to take part in the schooled 
curriculum but also changes how individuals think and learn (Webster and 
Wood, 1989). 

Literacy is the mainstay of schooled understanding and, in many respects, 
constitutes the major objective of schooling. This is why it is both simplistic 
and dangerous to suggest that literacy can Ik* considered outside the curric- 
ulum. Just as it is impossible to conceive of a situation in school which has not 
been shaped or marked in some significant manner by literate understanding, 
so it is impossible to consider that interaction, encounter and interchange 
between teachers and pupils in classrooms have no bearing on the develop- 
ment of literacy. Without literacy the educational bus goes nowhere: without 
learning encounters the literate drive is never engaged. Stated simply: literacy 
is the curriculum and must be examined in all those mundane encounters 
which characterize school experience. 

Since literacy is indeed basic to learning across the curriculum, it is hard 
to understand why it does not remain the pre-eminent focus of learning in all 
the subjects which come to constitute the school curriculum. In the general 
readiness to measure and compare achievement, rather than to describe the 
processes and qualities inherent to all learning, the predominant conceptual 
basis for literacy seems destined to remain that of a 'body of knowledge* or set 
of skills. 

HMI, in their reports on the teaching and learning of reading in primary 
schools mentioned above, make explicit a belief that, on the evidence and 
observations undertaken, 'quality of teaching* is the most important factor in 
determining pupils* standards of attainment through reading: 

The most effective teachers regarded the children's success in reading 
as the key objective that required thorough planning and entailed the 
careful organisation and management of classwork. groupwork and 
the teaching of individuals. (I)KS, 1990. p. 5) 

In our view, a neglected but highly significant aspect ofliteracy develop- 
ment concerns the quality and nature of children's learning encounters across 
tiie subject curriculum in both primary and secondary schools. 



Teachers Conceptual Maps 

Within a year of the implementation of the National Curriculum's English Order 
(I)l-S, 1990), the National Curriculum Council had commissioned an evaluation 
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from Warwick University designed to investigate aspects of the subject's im- 
plementation in schools 1 . One of the three problems 1 in implementation to be 
gauged by the project team concerned the question of teacher knowledge and 
understanding' (Raban et «/„ 1993, para. 10). A questionnaire survey of the 
practices of teaching reading in institutions of initial teacher training had been 
commissioned by the DES from the NFER two months before the start of the 
Warwick research (CATE, 1992). Although the prescription of a specific method 
of teaching reading is carefully disclaimed, as it will be in all the subsequent 
calls for revision to the English Order, the discourse centres repeatedly on the 
teaching of phonies'. In attempting to measure the time spent on this method 
of teaching initial reading, attention is drawn to the conceptual basis from 
which teachers operate. An increasing parallel is drawn between a basic teach- 
ing method and the ideological demand for a return to 'basics. As a case is 
built for the revision of the English Order, widely expressed concern for gen- 
eral standards of literacy across the curriculum is focused on the issue of 
teaching children basic skills (NCC, 1992). 

After internal reporting from the commissioned researchers at Warwick to 
the NCC, the proposals for the revision of the English Order were published 
and presented to the Department For Education in April 1993. Under the 
heading Teaching Children to Read' a disturbing reference to the then unpub- 
lished Warwick research is made: 

Responses to the consultation confirmed that teachers did not possess 
a conceptual map of reading development' , . . There is, in particular, 
no consensus about the phonic skills which pupils require, (DfE, 1993, 
p. 4) 

Curiously, a close reading of the final report of the Warwick team, published 
in November 1993. nearly seven months after the proposals to revise the Order 
and well beyond the end of the consultation period, reveals no such statement. 

•Evaluation of the Implementation of English in the National Curriculum 
at Key Stages 1, 2 and 3 (1991-3)' is full of frameworks and useful reconstruc- 
tions of phonological development, spelling, knowledge about language, and 
more advanced reading skills (Raban et at. 1993). Hie researchers had to fashion 
and reconstruct a conceptual basis and observational framework for literacy 
because of the eclectic nature of the English Ordei and its lack of a clear 
conceptual structure. It is the architects of the curriculum, not its practitioners, 
who have failed to provide the map that teachers seem to lack. 

There is, of coin nc, much to commend a mapping process which situates 
literacy learning in the context of classroom interaction. However, very little of 
the evidence in the public domain, to which we have referred in some detail, 
conceptualizes literacy development in terms of the interactive context in which 
it is learnt and schooled. The question of whether teachers do, or do not, 
possess a conceptual basis for the teaching of literacy is one which we have 
investigated across the primary-secondary school divide. It is our belief that 

169 

173 



9 

ERIC 



M. Reed, A. Webster and M. Beveridge 



teachers need far more encouragement to recognize the potential tor literacy 
development across the school curriculum. Sustained examination of current 
institutional practices in their normal context might reveal more of the critical 
practices which develop literacy effectively across the curriculum. We have 
sought to provide a model for such an examination, in order to assist schools 
in beginning to audit their practice and realize change. 



A Four-quadrant Model of Teaching Through Adult-Child 
Proximation 

In order to generate the model on which our questionnaire is constructed, we 
needed to break away from the trend to identify literacy as a subject on the 
school curriculum: 

Once we recognize that the ways in which people come to under- 
stand and practise reading and writing are strongly shaped by the 
exemplars, values, processes and requirements operating in the social 
contexts within which they engage print, it becomes clear that the 
curriculum is a most important site of literacy formation; and further, 
that as a site of literacy formation, cur iculum includes all areas and 
subjects of formal school learning and the connections (or lack of 
connection) between them. (Lankshear, 1993, p. 1S5) 

It is perhaps a stride away from the argument that the school curriculum 
is a major, social context of literacy to the suggestion that literacy is the cur- 
riculum, yet it is a step most teachers in our experience will take. Beyond the 
concern that understanding literacy has not been a feature of their professional 
development or in any lasting sense an experience in initial teacher training, 
lies a recognition of the potential territories of teaching and learning which 
remain to be explored in practice. To begin to talk about a pupil's understand- 
ing and one's relationship with a child's literate production is to begin a pro- 
cess of sharing: it allows stronger relationships between the teacher and the 
taught, since it is the teacher who must learn how to follow more when the 
pupil takes the lead. When teachers find that literacies can be understood as 
ways of thinking and records of thought, then the differences betw een subjects 
become less immutable. 

Above all we want to understand literacy in terms of mediation, ol the 
roles played by teacher and pupil in creating what Vygotsky called the Zone 
of Proximal Development (Zl'D): 

The zone of proximal development defines those functions that have 
not yet matured but are in the process of maturation, functions that 
will mature tomorrow but are currently in an embryonic state. These 
functions could be termed the buds' or 'flowers' of development 
rather than the fruits of development. The actual developmental level 
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characterizes mental development retrospectively, while the zone of 
proximal development characterizes mental development prospectively. 
(Vygotsky. 1978, pp. 86-7) 

From this description we understand the importance of that type of inter- 
action between an adult and a child, or between peers, in which mental 
development occurs through mediation and proximation, or sharing and close- 
ness. We also recognize the importance of examining achievement prospec- 
tively' in the learning encounter, rather than after it. 

A model of the practice of teaching was devised to study systematically 
teachers' underlying conceptions of literacy. The model can incorporate as- 
pects of assessment, resource management, adult intervention and classroom 
organization. Since it is such an important methodological issue, we should 
make it clear that what teachers say they do, or think, is not necessarily the 
same as what they actually do. We have designed the questionnaire as an 
initial framework by which teachers can reveal some of the characteristics of 
their own conceptual maps of teaching literacy. The domains constructed in 
our model of proximation are not apparent to the questionnaire respondent, 
nor were they revealed until systematic observation of literacy encounters in 
actual classrooms had been completed. This observation of practice, rather 
than of conception, constitutes the second phase of our research, which we 
will report separately. 

The model was used to generate eighty statements in four sets, corre- 
sponding to one of four quadrants. The statements were intended for use on 
a fixed item questionnaire format with different teacher groups. Teachers who 
took part in the research would be asked to identify in each of the twenty sets 
one of the four statements which they felt most closely represented their own 
views in relation to the specific aspect of the teaching, assessment, function or 
development of literacy. The underlying model was not revealed to the teach- 
ers before or during completion of the questionnaire. 

Two orthogonal dimensions provide the framework of the model. The 
vertical axis is concerned with the level of mediation, control, structure or 
management exercised by the teacher. The horizontal axis is concerned with 
the level of initiative, engagement, collaboration and active involvement en- 
joyed by the child in the learning process. Our major concern has been to 
develop an effective framework for description, rather than for judgment. Hence, 
we have no a priori assumptions regarding which quadrants are 'best'. Indeed, 
we would expect teachers to locate some of what they do at different times, 
and for different purposes, in a range of the quadrants. 

Quadrant A is characterized by high adult structure and didactic teaching 
without negotiation in which the child takes the role of passive participant. 
Literacy teaching in this domain would be viewed as a set of skills to be 
handed over. Typical learning would happen through prescribed steps, rule- 
driven, decontextualized, and treated as an assembly line of subtasks and skills 
fitted together. Assessment is likely to be based on skills as objectives. An 
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Figure 12.1: Adult-child proximation through literacy learning 



A Abstracted Literacy 

• Rote learning through prescribed steps: 
adult-structured with frequent 
reinforcement; decontextualized learning 
with little negotiation; repetitious, 
rule-based teaching. 

• Attention is centred on memorizing the 
surface conventions and contents of 
textual systems to the exclusion of 
'meaning-laden' contexts. 

• Image of learner as a passive, empty 
vessel. 

• Mode! of literacy as a set of skills to be 
handed over. 

. linear curriculum 

LOW 

Child M 

Initiative 

Marginal literacy 

• Limited enjoyment of, and exposure to, 
textual forms and uses; lack of modelling 
in context; disparagement of literate 
purpose. 

• Assumption that pupils do not have the 
capacity, motivation, or need, for literate 
understanding beyond the superficial. 

• Image of learner as an observer in need of 
containment or entertainment. 

• Model of literacy relates to the interests 
few. 

B hollow curriculum 



Critical literacy D 

• Collaboration and dialogue within reading 
and writing events: negotiation, 
discussion, review, weighing the evidence 
and drawing conclusions. 



• Attention is drawn to 'acts of mind', 'ways 
of telling', and the forms, functions, and 
'secrets' of textual understanding. 



• Image of learner as an active partner. 



• Model of literacy as a dialogue in the 
making. 

spiral curriculum 

HIGH 

Child 

Immersed literacy Initiative 

• Exposure to and experience of real books; 
topic-led creative writing centred on 
personal or expressive modes of thought. 



• Assumption that pupils 'read when ready' 
and are self-motivated in determining the 
objectives of literate enquiry. 

• Image of learner as a lone voyager. 



• Model of literacy as a garden of delights. 



▼ seamless curriculum C 

LOW 
Adult 
Mediation 



HIGH 
Adult 
Mediation 

A 



< xample which would typify this quadrant is a remedial reading programme 
based on highly controlled exposure to sight vocabulary or phonic rules taught 
separately from the context of a text. This quadrant was used to generate 
statements such as: Presentation skills are best practised as a specific exercise, 
e.g., cursive writing within tramlines.' Because it is high in teacher manage- 
ment. Quadrant A is described as teacher-driven. 
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In contrast, Quadrant H is characterized by lack of explicit theory, adult 
or child initiative, and a limited amount of management, direction, modelling, 
exposure or enjoyment. Literacy in this quadrant is a peripheral activity for all 
hut the select few. Assessment takes the form of monitoring rather than being 
the basis for planning or weighing what children have learned. An unstruc- 
tured library period where pupils are simply supervised in a library resource 
area without any specific objectives for being there other than for those who 
can get on independently with their own reading would be an example of 
Quadrant B. This quadrant was used to drive statements such as: 'The alphabet 
should be gradually absorbed without direct teaching.' Because it is low in 
teacher management, pupil initiative or negotiation, Quadrant B is described 
as resource-driven, non-interactive, open learning. 

Quadrant C is described as immersed literacy' because it depends on an 
image of the child as self-motivated to explore books, whilst the adult's role 
is to provide a wealth of resources and materials to furnish a rich and stimu- 
lating environment. The child takes the initiative. and is encouraged to pursue 
an interest with little guidance, structure or management. Assessment is con- 
cerned almost exclusively with the qualities of the child's unique performance. 
This quadrant draws on child-centred models of teaching and learning and the 
view that children are basically the architects of their own understanding. It is 
consistent with many interpretations of Piagets work in relation to education. 
Quadrant C was used to generate questionnaire statements such as: The teach- 
er's task is to immerse children in a wide range of written forms and genres.' 
Because it is low in teacher management or collaboration, this quadrant is 
described as child-driven. 

Finally, Quadrant D ascribes active roles to both adult and child in the 
learning partnership. Tasks are negotiated with pupils. Adults behave contin- 
gently, recognizing the child's initiative but stepping in to make suggestions, 
encourage, guide, remind, and offer assistance; therein' helping the child to 
plan, use appropriate resources and stay on task. Having attempted a problem, 
the adult reviews with the child how and why a task was tackled, what has 
been learnt and what can be carried forward to the next task. Assessment is 
reflective, process- orientated and formative, identifying key issues for the next 
teaching steps. 

Quadrant I) was used to generate questionnaire statements such as: 'Spell- 
ing strategies are discussed as an integral part of the composing, editing and 
publication process.' This quadrant is consistent with Vygotskian descriptions 
of developmental processes and effective teaching or learning. 

In our many discussions of this conceptual framework with teachers, we 
have been asked whether Quadrant I) represents an 'ideal' relationship be- 
tween teacher and taught, which may, in the day-to-day practicalities of class- 
room life, be achieved only briefly for a few pupils in selected areas of the 
curriculum. A difficult Year 10 group of pupils, for example, where manage- 
ment of behaviour and classroom atmosphere is high priority, may constrain 
the teacher to adopt more didactic styles of setting tasks and motivating pupils. 
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Our response to teachers posing this question is that we are concerned both 
with how teachers would like to work and what they do in practice: their 
belief systems and their behaviours. We are aware that we are probing, to 
some extent, the gap between prescription and reality. However, as stated 
earlier, we are trying to build a framework for describing, not judging, what 
teachers do. 

The full questionnaire requires twenty responses to questions concerning 
favoured teaching methods in different areas of literacy. These are: 

• print skills (alphabet, letter sounds, phonic blends); 

• vocabulary (sight vocabulary, vocabulary development); 

• reading (assessment, text selection, reading content, discussions of 
problems): 

• writing (spelling, function, presentation, letter formation, letter pat- 
terning): and 

• literacy curriculum (relation to learning, who is responsible, creative 
components, relation to children with reading problems, curriculum 
construction, role of pupils' interest). 

Many of the questionnaire s items reflect the language and focus of attention 
to be found in the English Order of the National Curriculum (I)ES. 1990) and 
in the current proposals by the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority. 



Method 

In the pilot phase of the research twenty teachers were asked to work in pairs 
to reallocate the eighty questionnaire statements to the quadrants which gen- 
erated them. Ising a procedure devised by Fleiss (19^1) for measuring the 
nominal scale agreement among many raters, a figure of p = 0.8"* was calcu- 
lated, which incorporated a correction factor for the extent of the agreement 
by chance alone. This can be interpreted as approaching 90 per cent agree- 
ment amongst twenty raters that statements in the questionnaire fitted the 
model. G iven this reasonable coherence of the questions in the context of the 
model, the finalized questionnaire was then given to a larger number of dif- 
ferent teachers. 

The research was carried out in the Bristol area using a sample of primary 
and secondary schools serving multiethnic communities and a wide range of 
housing types. In order to focus the research on contrasts between primary 
and secondary schools, questionnaire data were analysed from fiftv primary 
teachers of Year 6 ( 10 to 1 1 -year-olds ) and fifty secondary teachers of Year 7 
( 1 1 to 12-year-olds), including English, science and humanities specialists. Each 
Year 6 teacher represented a single primary* school, whilst ten teachers of Year 
" represented one secondary school. The sample therefore covers fifty primary 
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schools and five secondary schools. All of the sample schools are maintained 
by the local education authority of Avon. 

Results 



Table 12. 1: Teachers' concepts of literacy 





A 


B 


C 


D 


Primary 


1.7 


" 3.8 


4.6 


9.9 


Secondary 


2.1 


4.2 


4.2 


9.5 



Note: Figures represent the mean questionnaire responses out of 20 in 4 quadrants. 



The sample show ed a high degree of consistency (Table 12.1). It should 
be remembered that, at the time of completing the questionnaire, the nature 
of the underlying model was neither mentioned nor revealed. Even so, the 
largest share of questionnaire responses was allocated to Quadrant I) by all 
teachers. This reveals a high tendency to stress the importance of teaching 
literacy through contingent negotiation. Around 50 per cent of overall responses 
from both primary and secondary teachers identified Quadrant I). 

The remaining 50 per cent of responses, while emphasizing child-centred 
factors (Quadrant C> also suggested use of more prescriptive, rule- or resource- 
based approaches. For example, 42 per cent of primary' teachers said they 
would use graded reading schemes; 66 per cent felt that time should be given 
to practise letter shapes and handwriting; 62 per cent noted children's enjoyment' 
of activities based around rhyming or spelling patterns. However. 82 per cent 
of primary' teachers said they would not attempt to correct or rehearse spelling 
outside of the process of children composing, editing and presenting a piece 
of writing for a specific audience. 

As suggested earlier, the data also reveal interesting differences between 
primary and secondary teachers in a number of areas. Primary teachers are 
more likely to select graded reading materials for pupils (chi square: 8.0. df: 
3, p<0.001). Most primary teachers would teach spelling strategies within the 
context of composition. Whilst many secondary teachers take the view that 
faulty spelling should be corrected and rehearsed out of context (chi square: 
11.1, df: 3, p<0.02). On the other hand, primary teachers do give specific time 
to the practising of handwriting skills outside the context of writing for a 
genuine audience (chi square: 13 2, df: 3, p<0.01). 

Primary teachers also give greater recognition to the value of enjoyable 
activities which draw attention to the rhyming and spelling structures of words 
(chi square: 8.6, df: 3, p<0.05). Primary teachers are much more likely to 
consider literacy as an integral part of teacher-pupil dialogues, whereas some 
secondary teachers see literacy as only indirectly related to their subject teaching, 
or the responsibility of the English department (chi square: 8.5, df. 3, p<0.()5), 
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Table 12.2: 


Differences in primary and secondary teachers' concepts of literacy 






A 


B 


C 


D 


Primary 


1.7 


3.8 


4.6 


99 


Secondary 










English 


0.8 


2.5 


3.9 


12.8 


Humanities 


1.8 


4.9 


4.5 


8.8 


Science 


3.7 


5.2 


4.3 


6.9 


All Sec. 


2.1 


4.2 


4.2 


9.5 



Note: Figures represent mean questionnaire responses by secondary-subject specialists 
compared with primary generalists. 



Overall both primary and secondary teachers were, in the main, propo- 
nents of a negotiated literacy curriculum. However, teachers cannot he simply 
categorized as falling into (or failing at) one philosophy versus another (such 
as real hooks versus structured reading schemes). Some of what teachers 
say they do is concerned with practising skills, some with enjoyment and 
experience. At other times teachers have in mind processes such as composi- 
tion. For the main part teachers are concerned with the complexities of inter- 
active literacy contexts. An important conclusion is that teacher.' do have an 
organized understanding of literacy development in children but it is not a 
simplistic conceptual map based on unitary methods, resources or skills, nor 
is it eclectic in the sense that methods are selected out of the context of par- 
ticular learning opportunities. 

Although we have identified a broad consensus of opinion in the primary 
and secondary samples (with some differences in emphasis), variation within 
the subject specialisms of the secondary teachers is worth noting (see Table 
12.2). 

Despite the relatively small numbers of different subject teachers invok ed 
in the study, analysis of variance revealed some significant differences. The 
rate of questionnaire responses falling into Quadrant D, which we have de- 
scribed as learning-driven, is higher amongst Knglish specialists than any other 
group, including primary teachers. Quadrant I) response rates are, however, 
lowest amongst science teachers ( I - way Anova, F (3, 96) = 112; p<0.()005>. 
The response rate for Quadrant A, which we have described as teacher-driven' 
is highest amongst science teachers (F <3. 96) = 6, 4; p<0.001). 

What these findings demonstrate is that many secondary teachers have a 
map of literacy development which covers very similar conceptual domains to 
primary teachers. Points of difference do. however, arise between subject 
specialists in some aspects of their approach to literacy. For example, science 
teachers are more likely to suggest that help with literacy is provided outside 
their subject area (F (3, 69) = 5.9; p<0.001). 

Teachers were given the opportunity to comment freely about any aspects 
of litei»,cy highlighted in the questionnaire. This revealed qualitative ev idence, 
particularly from primary teachers, of a flexibility in approach and of tailoring 
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strategies, resources and tasks to meet the needs of individuals, rather than 
applying a single method to all children. Some secondary teachers were 
prompted to write about their relative inexperience in teaching literacy, the 
lack of training and opportunities for professional development, and gaps in 
understanding: 

As a secondary school teacher ... I haw had no specific training or 
development in literacy . . . Maybe it has been assumed 1 do not need 
these skills or that 1 would acquire them as I went along ... 1 do not 
feel very confident in taking young people through the process of 
learning to read and . . . have received no professional support in this. 
(A teacher of humanities) 



Messages for Teachers 

1. In all the evidence which has been presented to the British public 
concerning a supposed decline in standards of literacy, there are numerous 
instances of assessments of reading performance, in particular, which are based 
on no compatible baseline 'standard* and which do not situate reading in its 
actual schooled context. 

2. Assessments made in vitro, which are not situated in the context of 
children's learning, do not in themselves support the allegation that standards 
of literacy are falling; nor are they reliable indicators of learning to read. 

3. Evidence concerning reading cannot, and must not. Ik* taken to repre- 
sent literacy development, which is a far more complex and, as yet, under- 
described process of learning and, in part, schooling. 

■4. It is frequently tiie most negative interpretations of the patchy evidence 
available that are used to fuel the argument for curricula! reform, particularly 
in the subject of English. 

5. Literacy learning is part and parcel of learning across the curriculum 
and should not Ixr designated through expedience to the subject area of English. 

6. The qualities of literacy learning are best described in terms of quality 
of teaching*; therefore, through observation of the qrality and type of inter- 
action between all teachers and all pupils, regardless of curricula!' domain. 

7 . The development of literacy for learning, and a recognition of the 
literacy curriculum, does not inform the implement a tion and revision of the 
National Curriculum for all subject areas in any constructive sense. 

8. A conceptual framework is offered, demonstrating four types of 'proxi- 
mal' literacy (abstracted, marginal, immersed and critical), which arise through 
interaction be! ween a teacher and a learner 

9. Teachers' conceptualization ol literacy learning is shown to be complex 
and broad, and reliant on no single method or favoured practice. 
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10, Areas of consensus and variance in the conceptualization of literacy 
are shown between primary and secondary teachers. The greatest variance 
seems to exist l->erween subject specialists in secondary schools. 

11. Greater attention needs to be paid to observation of the quality and 
effectiveness of teaching and learning styles in the development of literacy 
across the curriculum. Important institutional and professional development 
will take place if this process of 'mapping the literacy curriculum' is explored 
through methods of research which are sensitive to the social and cognitive 
d\ 'namics of actual teaching and learning situations. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have explored a number of issues to do with current 
conceptualizations of literacy in response to what some have perceived as 
declining standards through changing teaching methods. We have explained 
the tenuous and limited nature of these perceptions, which do not present 
literacy encounters in their everyday situation, and frequently ignore the con- 
text of the broad curriculum. 

A new model for understanding literacv development, w hich is concerned 
with the enhancement of teaching a^d learning encounters, has been pro- 
posed. This requires teachers and researchers to examine teaching and learn- 
ing contexts with a more appropriate focus on mediation and collaboration. 
Our framework for describing the conceptual basis of the literacy curriculum, 
with respect for the social dynamics of classrooms, has allowed us to report 
an initial enquiry* into teachers' conceptual understandings of literacy in prac- 
tice. It will be recalled that the Department for Kducation has sought to restruc- 
ture the curriculum on the basis that teachers lack any coherent conceptual 
map of reading development in particular. 

This investigation has not revealed simple or contradictory conceptual 
maps of literacy- teaching amongst the primary and secondary- teachers who 
took part. Importantly, teachers are not in the main driven by particular re- 
sources or methods, but are rather more concerned with the process of learn- 
ing. Teachers' views on literacy are complex, paying attention to a range of 
factors such as the place of reading schemes, phonic patterns, practising hand- 
writing and developing strategies for proficient spelling. These 'maps', despite 
their common tendencies, defy simplistic description as belonging to one peda- 
gogical approach. 

There are many- similarities, but also some major differences, between 
subject specialists in the secondary sector. Though the samples were small, 
significant differences were still found; for example, between science specialists 
and other groups concerning the role of the teacher in managing and prescrib- 
ing learning, and the responsibility of the teacher for promoting literacy. 

It seems unlikely, given this evidence, that more effective teaching of liter- 
acy, or. the 'raising of standards', will arise from a narrowing of the curriculum 
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to particular formal or prescribed methods, to particular resources or through 
subject-specific teaching. This study suggests that some of the professional 
development needs of teachers should be focused on how literacy at second- 
ary level can be embedded within the curriculum, with a sharing of respon- 
sibilities for literacy across subject boundaries. Above all, it suggests that, given 
understanding and encouragement, both primary and secondary-school teach- 
ers are well capable of developing the conceptual basis for literacy across the 
curriculum and of sharing and exploring its practices. The prospect of assisting 
in that development remains an intriguing possibility for further work. 
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Volume 1 : 
Emergent and Developing Reading: 
Messages for Teachers 

Edited by 
Pamela Owen and Peter D Pumfrey 

This two volume series provides an international perspective on how children 
learn to read. Research studies and classroom experiences from around the 
world are reported highlighting implications for design, implementation and 
evaluation of classroom reading programmes. Contributions are included 
from the UK, USA, Canada, Australia, Jamaica and Israel, and evidence is 
drawn from 18 countries. The juxtapositioning of evidence from different 
contexts, cultures and languages within a single volume provides a spectrum 
of experience which represents a snapshot of theory and practice in relation to 
world literacy. 

Optimising pupils' reading attainments depends crucially on professionals' 
understanding of the conditions that facilitate reading as a thinking process. 
These two volumes address the three major common concerns of those 
involved in how children become literate and by what means such 
achievements may be appraised. They are: developing understanding of the 
nature of children's early reading development; considering ways in which 
children's reading can be encouraged; and the assessment of reading 
standards. 

The two volume series is distinctive by virtue of it being international in its 
orientation; interdisciplinary with contributions from professionals from 
complementary fields; addressing the interests and needs of teachers and 
mentors; and examining the international issues of accountability. 

Pamela Owen worked as a primary teacher and as a secondary English teacher before 
moving into literacy research at the Centre for Formative Assessment Studies, School of 
Education, University of Manchester. There she worked on the development of a 
literacy assessment scheme and then moved in to the development of SAT English 
material for the STAIR consortium. Since 1991 she has been Senior Lecturer at St 
Martin's College with responsibility for the design and delivery of reading and language 
courses in Initial Teacher Training. She has run several courses on reading for serving 
teachers and was conference co-ordinator of the 1993 International Reading Conference 
held in Lancaster. 

Peter D Pumfrey is Professor of Education and Head of the Centre for Educational 
Guidance and Special Needs at the University of Manchester. He is a qualified and 
experienced teacher having been employed in mainstream schools and remedial 
education services for fourteen years prior to training and working as an LEA 
educational psychologist. His research and training interests are in the identification 
and alleviation of literacy difficulties in general and of reading difficulties in particular. In 
addition, he is concerned with the assessment and improvement of reading standards. 
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